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ABSTRACT 
 
A Battle of Worths: 
The politics of space, race, and recognition in Cartagena de Indias, Colombia 
 
Melissa Mercedes Valle 
 
 
This project is a relational ethnography that explores valuation as a social process and its 
relationship to the production and reproduction of inequality in urban space. I connect the 
subjective valuation process with struggles over material resources and the politics of recognition. 
With each chapter of this dissertation I demonstrate that race and ethnicity are encoded in the value 
of urban spaces through analyses of various micro-level meaning-making practices and structures 
that constitute cultural processes relevant to valuation. In addition to participant observation, I 
incorporate semi-structured photo-elicitation interviews, unstructured interviews, a semiotic 
analysis and analyses of existing literature to historicize the project. My overall epistemological 
objective is to marry a political and material focus on worth with a study of the mechanisms 
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Introduction: Race and the hierarchy of values in urban space 
 
One afternoon in mid-December, during the heart of high-season in Cartagena, I’m 
standing with a friend in front of my building. I live across from the church, La Iglesia de la 
Santísima Trinidad, and beside La Plaza de la Santísima Trinidad, also known as simply “La Plaza.” 
A white tourist couple in their late-20s, early 30s pass by and ask about Café Havana, the Cuban 
salsa club and major tourist attraction in Cartagena, located on Calle Media Luna [Half Moon 
Street] in Getsemaní. They say they are from New York City and I immediately suspect that they 
are recent transplants there. When I ask where they live they tell me, “122nd Street and 1st Avenue,” 
i.e. East Harlem aka El Barrio. Gentrifiers. They tell me that they had heard that the Getsemaní 
neighborhood had improved so much recently. “For whom?” I ask. And with a look that suggests 
I was already supposed to know the answer, the woman responds, “For the tourists.”  
The interaction with that couple caused me to reflect upon another incident that had also 
transpired in La Plaza, one Friday night two months earlier. I sat there with two friends, one from 
abroad, the other a Colombian from Bogotá, drinking beer. One woman worked with an NGO on 
behalf of the barrio [neighborhood] and the two women together had created a film trailer about 
gentrification in Getsemaní. As we sat talking, a native Getsemanisense [person from Getsemaní] 
in his 40s, John1, whom I had seen around many times, chose to pull them both aside in an attempt 
to understand what was happening in his beloved barrio. “Why don’t the native residents have a 
place in the plaza? Why do the foreigners have to smoke weed? Why have the jugglers from 
                                                 




Argentina and Chile chosen to take up residence in our plaza? And where are the raizales [native 
residents] supposed to go?” The realities of what was unfolding always hovered over us and 
sometimes flew directly in our faces even when we attempted to retreat. But living and working in 
Getsemaní meant the intermeshing of personal life, research and others’ truths was unavoidable. 
 What kinds of answers to John’s questions can I provide? What are all the related questions 
and how do I even begin to answer them? Becker (1998) suggests, “Objects are congealed social 
agreements or rather congealed moments in the history of people acting together. The analytic 
trick consists of seeing in the physical object before you all the traces of how it got that way, of 
who did what so that this thing should exist as it does” (p. 50). In order to understand the 
neighborhood of Getsemaní I must consider the processes by which it has become this gentrifying 
community about which John and his fellow Getsemanisenses regularly inquire, the broader 
interactive context within the city of Cartagena and nation of Colombia in which it is situated, and 
the potential future it holds.  
 
Questions and Argument 
Broadly speaking this is a story about worthiness. Worth focuses on the fundamental 
problems of value, while recognizing that all economies have a moral component, and on the 
ongoing processes of valuation, as opposed to considering value as fixed or static (Stark, 2000). I 
explore valuation as a social process and its relationship to the production and reproduction of 
inequality in urban space, understanding how and with what means certain things come to count 
as good, proper, important, useful, and desirable. I connect this subjective valuation process with 
struggles over material resources and the politics of recognition, i.e. people’s efforts towards 
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“upwardly revaluing disrespected identities and the cultural products of maligned groups [. . .] 
recognizing and positively valorizing cultural diversity’ (Fraser, 1995, p. 73). 
 The following primary research questions guide this work: 
1. How are race, ethnicity, class and gender encoded in the value of urban places? 
2. How do cultural processes reveal how people socially construct metrics that define 
worth? 
3. How do marginalized actors make meaning of their devalued social positions and 
craft responses to such positions? 
4. How do cultural processes contribute to the material dimensions of inequality? 
 
  The urban development process by definition is one of change and I seek to understand 
how cultural processes have contributed to the transformations taking place in Getsemaní, 
Cartagena, Colombia during the current period of flux. With each chapter of this dissertation I 
demonstrate that race and ethnicity are encoded in the value of urban spaces through analyses of 
various micro-level meaning-making practices and structures that constitute cultural processes 
relevant to valuation. I assess, 1) narratives employed to evaluate the viability of a social network 
of movement actors, 2) scripts and narratives employed to evaluate the legitimacy of 
representations, 3) the symbolic boundaries and cultural repertoires invoked to legitimate and 
stigmatize, and 4) frames mobilized to racialize and deracialize. My overall epistemological 
objective is to marry a political and material focus on worth with a study of the mechanisms 
through which culture enters into valuation processes and, consequently, inequality. 
I argue that worth is at the core of understanding how the hierarchies of racial, class and 
gender value are constructed; how urban space becomes stratified; and the co-production of 
cultural and material inequality in urban space by subordinate and dominant actors. Lessons 
gleaned from such work can be useful to sociological work on economic valuation, culture’s 















Fig. 1.1: Map of South America (Google Maps)                Fig. 1.2: Map of Colombia (Google Maps) 
 
In 2011, Cartagena had about 960,000 inhabitants, which makes it the fifth largest city in 
Colombia after Bogotá, Medellín, Cali and Barranquilla, and the second most populous coastal 
Caribbean city (Fig. 1.1). Cartagena’s economy in recent years has had a major boost. However, 
in 2014, 29.2% of Cartagena residents lived below the poverty line (down from 33% in 2007), and 
5.8% lived in extreme poverty, making Cartagena the metropolitan area with the third highest 
incidence of poverty among Colombia’s largest cities (“La pobreza en Cartagena bajó 2,6 puntos 
en 2014”) 
Beyond the absolute poverty, the relative poverty is also a major challenge in Cartagena. 
The spatial dimension of the distribution of extreme inequality has changed very little since the 
early twentieth century, with people with low incomes concentrating in the same sectors of the city 
(Pérez V. & Salazar Mejía, 2007) (see Fig. 1.3). How Cartagena’s poverty and economic strata are 





Fig. 1.3: Percentage of low-income people in Cartagena by neighborhood (Getsemaní #7) 
 
Afro-descendants in Colombia 
Colombia has the second largest population of people of African descent in Latin America 
(Antón et al., 2009). The processes of social exclusion within Latin America originate from a 
history of colonial exploitation of native resources, the enslavement of Africans, and forced labor 
of indigenous peoples. Scholars suggest that the legacy of slavery and enduring racist ideologies 
and practices exacerbate the contemporary social, political and economic marginalization of this 
population (Arocha, 1998; Dixon, 2008).  
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Afro-Colombian settlements are mired by poverty rates that hover around sixty per cent 
(United Nations Independent Expert on Minority Affairs, 2010). Illiteracy and infant mortality 
rates are three times higher among Afro-Colombians than among the rest of the population. And 
nearly 80 percent of Afro-Colombians do not have their basic needs met. Thousands of Afro-
Colombians continue to be displaced from their lands due to armed conflict between the 
Colombian government, paramilitaries and guerilla forces, and industrial economic operations 
driven by multinational companies promoted by the Colombian Government (United Nations 
Independent Expert on Minority Affairs, 2010). Afro-Colombians are approximately twenty-six 
per cent of the Colombian population and have gained two per cent of the national territory, 
primarily in the Pacific region (Ng'weno, 2007). The major inequities in educational attainment 
and access to high-status occupations between racialized groups are particularly acute in Cartagena 
(Viáfara and Urrea, 2006). 
  There is “a distinctive spatial pattern to the overall structure of Colombian nationhood and 
its racial order,” (Wade 1993, p. 58). A de-facto regional segregation exists in Colombia, with 
Afro-Colombians residing in high concentrations in certain regions of the country (Barbary and 
Urrea, 2004; Paschel, 2010; Restrepo, 1998) (Fig. 1.4). Bolívar, the state where Cartagena is 
located on the Atlantic coast, has the second largest Black population by percent in Colombia (27.6 

















Fig. 1.4: Percentage of Afro-descendants by municipality (OCHA Colombia - Censo DANE 2005) 
 
 
Getsemaní, Cartagena, Colombia 
The locus of this study, Getsemaní, is a neighborhood in Cartagena de Indias on 
Colombia’s Atlantic/Caribbean Coast. It lays within the old city walls, yet just outside those of the 
historic downtown city center, which national and local governments and the private sector 
redeveloped during the 1960s and 70s (Rojas, 1999). Getsemaní has a population of around 6,000 
residents within 631 households. Originally a neighborhood of lower-class free persons of color, 
artisans, seamen and enslaved Blacks (Helg, 1999), it has long been considered the “popular” 
barrio of the lower classes and an “arrabal,” a somewhat derogatory word that expresses its 
suburban, peripheral status to the historic center (Guerra, 2010). It was the site of political 
resistance during the revolution against Spain in 1811 and continued to be home to many of the 





In spite of the city’s growing reputation for tourism, Getsemaní began to deteriorate 
significantly, both physically and economically during the 1970s. This followed Cartagena’s 
economic crisis and the city government’s decision to transfer the main market from Getsemaní to 
another neighborhood (Díaz de Paniagua and Paniagua, 1993). During the 1980s, the public and 
private partnerships that urban scholars consider typical of contemporary urban development 
intensified (Squires, 1989; Harvey [1973], 2009). UNESCO deemed The Port, Fortresses and 
Group of Monuments in Cartagena, which includes the Getsemaní neighborhood, a World 
Heritage Site in 1984.   
Due to Getsemaní’s location and classic Spanish architecture it has become valued real 
estate in the last two decades and a product of what Smith (2011) calls “the outward diffusion of 
gentrification from the urban center” (442). Buyers are offering those who own properties (about 
30 per cent of residents) more than ten times what they would have been offered ten years ago. 
There is a perceived reduction in crime, which was considered rampant until recently, and an 
increase in access to transportation, retail, and some economic resources, but also an increase in 
taxes, noise, traffic, the cultural segregation of new and longstanding residents, and the 




This project is a relational ethnography, an alternative to group- and place-based fieldwork 
that takes as its scientific object processes involving configurations of relations among different 
actors or institutions (Desmond, 2014). Following in the work of Desmond (2012), I take the 
processes of neighborhood change and gentrification as my scientific object, not gentrifiers, the 
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gentrified or a gentrifying neighborhood. I treat neighborhoods as relational spaces and observe 
interactions between multiple people who occupy qualitatively different positions, with a 
particular focus on the long-term non-gentrifying residents of the neighborhood of Getsemaní. 
This project involved sustained fieldwork engagement for twelve months, over the course of three 
years (2011-2014). During the final stint I was granted a Fulbright U.S. Student Award to 
Colombia for the 2013-2014 academic year and lived Cartagena, Colombia for nine months.  
Beckert and Aspers suggest, “value and preferences can only be understood in relation to 
the very social processes in which they are already applied” (2011, 26). With this in mind, I 
gathered evidence on that which is deemed valuable about the target community by multiple 
groups using repeated inscriptions of observations and the recalibration of theories to refine my 
understanding of valuation as a complex space-shaping process in urban settings. I employed the 
grounded theory heuristics of field note taking, coding along various dimensions, memo writing, 
constant comparing, and sorting and diagramming memos throughout the project (Tavory and 
Timmermans, 2009).  
While I focus on processes, this study is not deterritorialized. “Everything that we study is 
emplaced; it happens somewhere and involves material stuff” (Gieryn, 2000, p. 466) and social 
processes develop “through material forms that we design, build, use, and protest,” (Habraken, 
1998 in Gieryn, 2000). I lived adjacent to the heart of the Getsemaní neighborhood, La Plaza de 
la Santísima Trinidad. I spent a great deal of time in this space observing the various happenings 
and chatting with both residents and non-residents, including long-term travelers, short-term 
tourists, business owners and people from Cartagena who now found it vogue to spend time in La 
Plaza. Getsemaní was my home. It was where I slept, ate, socialized, took fitness classes at the 
neighborhood art space, watched performances, participated in festivals and noted all that I saw. 
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In addition, I spent a few days a week at the two universities with whom I became affiliated as a 
Fulbright awardee, the University of Cartagena [Universidad de Cartagena] and the Technological 
University of Bolivar [Universidad Tecnológica de Bolívar].  
 
Semi-Structured Photo-Elicitation Interviews 
I conducted 62 semi-structured and open-ended interviews with Getsemaní residents, 
business owners from within and outside of the community, scholars, and those in government and 
working for NGOS. The interviews were conducted in two parts. I first used photo-elicitation as a 
methodological tool to explore the patterns emerging from the repeated use of still photographs 
with most participants. I presented figures that have come to represent people of African descent 
during festivals (e.g., “Negrita Puloy” and “El Son de Negro”), a neighborhood mural of a 
caricatured scantily clad Afro-descendant woman, and in advertisements (see Appendix B). These 
photographs functioned as prompts to engage in discussions related to race, gender, class and the 
community. The responses provided particularly significant insights into how residents make 
conceptual distinctions to categorize what constitutes blackness and the practices and behaviors 
associated with it.  
In the second part of the resident interviews, I posed questions about: personal history in 
the neighborhood, whom residents believe have inhabited it over time, the neighborhood’s history 
of crime, changes which have taken place, and how they believe others perceive the community. 
Native resident interviewees who were business owners were questioned using a protocol that 
combined the resident and business owner protocols. In my interviews with business owners who 
were non-natives I posed questions about motivations for coming to the neighborhood, business 
history, and perceptions of the neighborhood prior to and since coming to there. I attempted to 
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elicit racialized, gendered and classed understandings of the neighborhood by those in various 
positions within it. 
 
Community History 
I am exploring this project dialectically, which means “understanding anything in our 
everyday experience requires that we know something about how it arose and developed and how 
it fits into the larger context or system of which it is part” (Ollman, 1993, p. 10). I therefore drew 
upon history to frame and contextualize the project, understand what has been translated from the 
past to the present and see the interconnectedness of processes. This approach allowed me to 
document the shaping of this space over time and its cycles of growth, deterioration and 
redevelopment, which continue today and are common in urban space (Smith, 2011). I provide a 
historicization of the change process, which helps embed race, neighborhoods, and social relations 
within the context of the conditions that produced them. I infuse knowledge of macro processes 
with “concrete understandings of specific histories, memories, and meanings of dispossession” 
(Hart 2006, p.988). I conducted a systematic collection and objective evaluation of data on 
neighborhood conditions from existing secondary sources such as relevant literature, published 
government statistics (e.g. DANE) and reports (e.g. those from Centro de Estudios Económicos 
Regionales (CEER) of Banco de la República) and periodical archives to provide critical 
information about local history, community residents and their conditions. 
 
Literature Review 
I begin by discussing the literature in economic sociology and anthropology, considering 
areas of convergence and divergence with regard to deliberations about how value and valuation 
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processes are constituted. I continue using writings on political economy to understand the 
centrality of valuation processes to the production and reproduction of inequality in urban space. 
I proceed with an overview of the dominant Latin American racial ideologies relevant to this study 
and follow that with a discussion of the dearth of urban ethnographic works in Latin America that 
center race and racism. I conclude with a discussion of the literature addressing how racial 
marginality is construed in the Latin American context. 
  
Valuation as Social Process 
 Uniting areas of enquiry often left disparate, valuation, urban development and race 
scholarship, this dissertation illuminates the theoretical interrelationships between race, space, 
culture and inequality through an empirical examination of a community undergoing 
transformation due to gentrification in the Global South. Valuation is a social process which 
involves collective representations and group practices such that there must be an agreed upon 
justification and basis for value attributed to something. While this project incorporates the work 
of economists, geographers and anthropologists, it primarily bridges three areas of sociological 
inquiry: economic, cultural, and political sociology. Economic sociology deals with societal and 
organizational questions of what is valuable (Stark, 2009); cultural sociology “considers material 
products, ideas, and symbolic means and their relation to social behavior” (ASA Section on 
Sociology of Culture); while political sociology considers how “individuals and groups in society 
possess the capacity to pursue their interests, and how [their] power [is] exercised and 
institutionalized” (Faulks, 2000, p.1).  
The two common uses of the word value within the social sciences relevant to this project 
relate to what is considered good, proper or desirable, what is typically pluralized and described 
as “values,” and the economic sense, which considers the price of things or their exchange value. 
13 
 
The term value, according to Marx (1867), is a shorthand expression of the totality of social 
relations involved in exchange and production. Marx’s labor theory of value (or Law of Value) 
begins to move the debate over how value is constituted from an economic perspective toward one 
that is more sociological. He suggests that value is like weight and that the quality of objects results 
from a comparison that one cannot see or touch. Value can only be weighed against something 
else. There is a social property inherent in value and without this relation one cannot have value. I 
attempt to trace this social relationship in order to understand how people determine the values of 
people and the spaces they occupy. 
Economist Amrtya Sen’s piece “How Does Culture Matter” addresses how culture 
influences development and the central role culture plays in the formation of values. What is of 
particular interest to this discussion of values is the impact he suggests cultural conditions have on 
the consolidation of values. “Value formation is an interactive process” developed through the 
culture of talking and listening in public discussion and emulation (Sen, 2004, p.42). This provides 
insight into the discursive process by which systems of value become normalized. The dialogic 
process that leads to value formation enables it to be witnessed through participant observation 
and interviews.  
Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai suggests it is essential to consider the politics of value 
since it is politics (i.e. relations, assumptions and contests pertaining to power) that link value and 
exchange in the social life of commodities. He argues, “consumption is eminently social, relational 
and active rather than private, atomic, or passive” (Appadurai, 1986, p. 31). He suggests that 
demand, and therefore consumption, emerge due to social practices and classifications that are 
aspects of the overall political economy of societies. His work on value encourages scholars to 
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apply the notion that objects move back and forth between cultural worlds to areas such as 
colonialism, tourism, collecting and trade (Graeber, 2001, p. 33).  
Economic sociologists deal with societal and organizational questions of what is valuable 
(Stark, 2009) and have therefore studied the dynamic nature of valuation processes, the ways it is 
socially structured by groups, organizations and individuals in various settings, and the differing 
outcomes of the perpetually changing process. The work of economic sociologist Viviana Zelizer 
analyzes the changing or disputed relationship between economic activity and personal life. Zelizer 
first approaches the notion of valuation in her book, Morals and Markets (1979) by using a 
historical analysis of Americans’ acceptance of life insurance to understand the economic 
valuation of human life. Here she focuses on the emergence of new cultural conceptions of defining 
children’s productive activities and provides an account that shows that the valuation of life is a 
“historically contingent, socially organized and deeply meaningful process” (Zelizer, 1979, p. 17). 
Similarly, I suggest that the devaluation of the lives of people of African descent in Cartagena is 
related to historically contingent and socially organized racist ideologies in Colombia.    
In On Justification: Economies of Worth, Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot ([1991] 
2006) delineate the multiple forms of equivalence, or worth, on which legitimate agreement is 
based in modern economies. They seek to explain how people use words, ideas, and moral 
arguments to justify actions and suggest that compromise and agreement can develop through 
tensions between different positions. While this work provides a framework for looking at varying 
grammars of worth in conflict with one another, the authors remain indifferent to social 
determinants such as race, class and gender which I contend are critical bases for valuation in 
urban space.  
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David Stark draws on the work of Boltanski and Thévenot in his book The Sense of 
Dissonance: Accounts of Worth in Economic Life (2009) and argues that varying evaluative 
principles produce uncertainty that opens opportunities for action. His ethnographic approach is 
relevant to this project because he seeks to merge culturalist and materialist dispositions and 
specify the evaluative principles at play within workplaces. Like Boltanski and Thévenot, this 
work highlights what can emerge from conflicting valuation processes, yet does not address the 
potential outcomes in an urban context and does not necessarily address some of the negative 
social consequences of differences in valuation processes.  
Marion Fourcade’s “Cents and Sensibility: Economic Values and the Nature of ‘Nature’ in 
France and America” (2009) does address the social consequences of economic valuation 
processes and the ways these processes are deeply bound up with other aspects of social 
organization such as the law, politics, economic expertise, and environmental knowledge. She 
attempts to shift the Boltanski and Thévenot discussion about economies of worth related to 
discourse and justification “to that of practices and institutions and their material consequences in 
terms of economic values” (p. 1726). And while she does show the mechanisms by which 
competing conceptions of value affect outcomes, her work is race-neutral and does not address the 
racial and ethnic encoding in the value of urban places or the ways context socially patterns 
valuation practices in urban space.   
Michèle Lamont’s interview-based study of worth, race and class, The Dignity of Working 
Men (2000), identifies the principles of classification and identification used by male workers to 
evaluate worth, and how these evaluations of worth vary by race and natural context. Using open-
interviews she looks at the cultural and structural conditions that result in alternative criteria of 
evaluation and inductively constructs a map of the grammars of evaluation used. Lamont’s 
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approach is useful in understanding how to frame valuation criteria without predefined categories 
and is particularly relevant to this study because of her systematic comparative study of racial and 
class boundaries. Using her interview methodology alone, however, Lamont cannot identify the 
discrepancies between what people claim about what they find worthy and how they act to support 
or contradict such claims. However, an ethnographic approach is a helpful corrective to this 
methodological challenge.   
 
Urban Development and Valuation 
A growing literature in sociology and geography on the transformations of cities has 
examined the development process (e.g. See the work of Saskia Sassen, Janet Abu-Lughod, 
Manuel Castells, and Neil Smith), but usually from a high level of abstraction and typically from 
the vantage point of state and capital. While I incorporate this perspective, by contrast, I also 
explore these transformations through an account of local citizens’ experiences undergoing 
gentrification and explore how their worlds are “simultaneously shaped by and shaping an external 
field of forces” (Burawoy, 2009, p.42). 
While valuation scholars in economic sociology have theorized competing valuation logics 
in economic practices, there has not been sufficient consideration of how the friction that emerges 
among actors ends up perpetuating inequality and how power shapes urban environments. For their 
part, urbanists in sociology and critical geography also take value into account, most notably in 
their research on gentrification, but they have framed their arguments from an anti-capitalist 
market logic position centered on use and exchange values (Harvey, [1973] 2009, 2012; Logan & 
Molotch, [1987] 2007; Soja, 2010). This work therefore does not necessarily incorporate the 
cultural and historical memories and collective imaginations of the residents (i.e. group 
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perceptions of the neighborhood’s past and future (Borer, 2011)), which could result in value that 
goes beyond the spaces’ functional use or monetary values.  
Sharon Zukin’s Naked City (2011) connects the rapid gentrification process to the high 
demand and value for authentic spaces and, like David Harvey (2012), notes how neighborhood 
distinctiveness drives up real estate values. In accordance with Smith’s (2008) Seesaw Theory of 
Uneven Development, endemic political and economic instability leads to a devaluation of capital, 
which depresses ground rents until the rent gap eventually becomes large enough to make 
“revitalization” a profitable endeavor (p. 200). This devaluation allows the state and corporations 
to move forward with gentrification, which is more facilely accomplished with a housing stock of 
architectural merit. In the community under investigation there appears to be a contradiction in the 
value claims of the state and private sector. They attempt to generate monopoly rents by making 
culturalist arguments that promote the architectural merit of Getsemaní’s classic Spanish structures 
and make uniqueness claims based upon the ethnicity of its residents. However, they invoke 
market logic to actively encourage neighborhood transformation and justify turning a blind eye to 
residential displacement.  
According to David Stark, evaluating a situation “means assessing which frameworks of 
evaluation for determining worth are actually or potentially in operation and acting to validate 
some modes or to discredit others” (Kindle Location 1039-1040). When investigating urban space, 
we seek to understand what the operative value is by which the space and its occupants are shaped. 
City planners representing the government seek productive investments in urban development that 
result in controlled scarcity, which is necessary to preserve the integrity of exchange values in the 
market place and generate economic capital (Harvey, [1973] 2009). This preservation of scarcity 
therefore means “deprivation, exploitation and appropriation are also necessary concomitants of 
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the market system” (Harvey, [1976] 2009, p. 114). Market justifications, as described by Boltanski 
and Thévenot (2006), are used to explain decisions made about development in urban space. 
Planners, developers and the State must determine which populations are worthy of receiving the 
benefits of development, and which will bear the brunt of the planned scarcity. It is through this 
contingent and patterned process of valuation that we see how individual desires within a social 
milieu can have material consequences.  
 
Urban Ethnography and Race in Latin America 
Race, as well as class and gender, are critical bases for determining what is valuable within 
urban space. For urban ethnographers in the United States, change and development in cities are 
often analyzed utilizing a racial lens (see, e.g., Anderson, 1990; Freeman, 2006; Gregory, 1998; 
Pattillo, 2007; Venkatesh, 2000; Wherry, 2011; Woldoff, 2011). However, with the notable 
exceptions of works by Dinzey-Flores (2013), Gregory (2006), and Perry (2013), urban 
ethnographic work in Latin America rarely provides a thorough racial analysis, almost never has 
race and racism at its core (e.g. Low, 2000), and is often focused primarily on violence (e.g., 
Auyero, 2000; Goldstein 2003; Goldstein, 2004; Pine, 2008).  
While other ethnographic works in Latin America that center race and identity provide 
crucial frameworks for dissecting how people understand racial hierarchies in the Latin American 
context, they are not focused on urban change (see, e.g., Escobar, 2008; Sheriff, 2010; Twine, 
1997; Wade, 1993). The ethnographic analysis of Caldeira (2001) explores everyday discourses 
around spatial transformations in Brazil. However, her work is similar to the work of other 
urbanists who provide tremendous insight on many of the mechanisms engendering spatial change 
and inequalities, yet who situate racial inequalities as essentially symptoms of economic inequality 
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and do not address race as an essential feature of the change process (See, e.g., Harvey [1973] 
2009, 2012; Logan & Molotch, [1987] 2007; Soja, 2010]).  
I follow the ethnographic, anthropological work of Peter Wade whose explorations of the 
hierarchical Colombian racial order provides an essential analysis of the relation between racial 
structures and the political economy. Similar to Wade, this dissertation takes race relations as 
social relations that are structured by the political economy. Yet race relations still have some 
relative autonomy in that it they are not determined entirely by the political economy, allowing 
them to be explored empirically both at the macro and micro levels. I relate his analysis of racial 
structure and the political economy to present day valuation processes and urban gentrification 
struggles. 
I am establishing that the politics of race, identity, and development are deeply intertwined 
in urban space as a stepping-stone to improving our theories about race and urban change. Placing 
race at the forefront of ethnographic work on urban displacements matters not just in terms of the 
literature, but broadly as marginalized groups throughout the globe, who are often racialized, 
become increasingly vulnerable to the detrimental social, economic and political effects of 
globalization and neoliberal development policies. 
 
Racial Ideologies in Latin America and the Colombian Context 
White supremacy has become global and has affected all societies where Europeans have 
extended their reach, including Latin America (Bonilla-Silva, 2010). Latin American racial 
ideologies are products of historical transnational economic institutions like slavery and 
colonialism. Scholars such as Bonilla-Silva (2003), Hanchard, (1991) and Wade (1995) have 
discussed the central features of the predominant racial ideologies in Latin America, which result 
in a stratification system that “promotes racial discrimination while simultaneously denying its 
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existence,” (Hanchard, 1991, p.6). The features most relevant to this case are: Blanqueamiento 
Mestizaje, Plural Stratification System, and Colorism/Pigmentocracy.  
 Blanqueamiento, or whitening, is the ideology predicated on the hierarchical differences 
between racialized groups within the same nations and the broader achieved or imagined 
similarities with European nations. It is equally predicated on a belief in the innate racial and 
biological superiority of those considered white. Scholars such as Nina de Friedemann, Norman 
Whitten and Peter Wade have studied the system of miscegenation and blanqueamiento ideologies 
in Colombia in order to unmask racism. In order to improve the status of the nation and achieve 
the degrees of development and progress that European nations had, it conditions that esteem and 
progress in Latin America be achieved through an infusion of Europeans, their descendants and 
what is considered European culture (Gros, 2000). 
More than the literal practice of “race mixture,” mestizaje is an ideology deeply embedded 
within Latin and Colombian culture and central to Latin American nationalism (Paschel, 2010). 
While still placing a premium on whiteness, such that moving “up” the hierarchy means moving 
towards whiteness, this process submerges difference and attempts to generate the notion that what 
makes Latin Americans unique is the idea that everyone is mixed, in varying degrees, with Pre-
Columbian Indigenous, Europeans and Africans. Yet in Colombia there was often a discursive 
exclusion and invisibilization of blacks from the national conception of mestizaje (de Friedemann, 
1984; de Friedemann and Arocha, 1986; Paschel, 2010; Restrepo, 1998; Wade, 1993) and 
mestizaje was seen as a way to shift the population towards whiteness (Telles, 2014). The process 
of mestizaje has differed throughout the various regions of Colombia. On the Atlantic/Caribbean 
coast the enslaved population was significant enough to produce a more visible Afro-descendant 
presence than, for example, the Antioquian region, yet primarily they did so in smaller areas of the 
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coast and heavily mixed with Indigenous groups as was encouraged by colonial policy (Wade, 
1993, p.56).  
 One of the features of the Latin American racial classification system often cited as being 
the most distinct from the racial classification system in the United States is the plurality of the 
stratification system that exists in Latin America. A tri-racial order emerged as a result of the 
mixed progeny of those of African, Spanish and Indigenous descent and produced a third category, 
sometimes-called “mulatto”, “pardo” or “moreno.” Degler (1986) refers to it as the “mulatto 
escape hatch” while Safa (1998) refers to it as the “intermediate mulatto stratum” (1998). This 
category is not fixed and is thought by some to serve as a buffer between Black and White groups. 
Membership is often believed to be attained through increased status and the whitening over time 
through “interracial” breeding. 
 Colorism or a “pigmentocracy” refers to the manner in which skin color serves as a key 
stratifying variable in Latin America and the social disadvantages which are correlated with 
successively darker skin tones (Telles, 2014, p.11). Social and racial relations in Colombian 
society have been greatly influenced by such a hierarchy (Giraldo, Viafra Lopez & Vigoya, 2014). 
 
Making Meaning of Racial Marginality in Latin America 
I build on the work of Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Michael George Hanchard, Tianna Paschel 
and Keisha-Khan Perry who provide frameworks for understanding how Latin American racial 
ideology can hamper ethno-racial mobilization, but also how resistance can be possible despite 
such pervasive ideologies. Bonilla-Silva’s ([2003] 2010) Racism without Racists discusses how, 
through racial frames, rhetoric and racial stories, whites subscribe to a racial ideology that 
reproduces racism without overtly appearing racist, thereby explaining the contradiction between 
a professed colorblindness and color-coded inequality. I incorporate Bonilla-Silva’s argument as 
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I dissect the manner in which people discursively use racial categories to determine value while 
both marginalizing and masking marginalization. However, I depart from Bonilla-Silva’s analysis 
by focusing primarily on non-whites in Latin America, across various contexts, in order to 
demonstrate how racial frames are mobilized to racialize and deracialize groups and evaluate the 
legitimacy of representation. 
 I also build upon the work of Hanchard’s (1993) Orpheus and Power, which discusses 
how Latin American, specifically Brazilian, exceptionalist discourses result in the “non-
politicization of race” in spite of pervasive and significant racially based inequalities. While these 
are crucial frameworks for understanding how racialization and racism are related to racial political 
consciousness in the Latin American context, they are not focused on spatial contexts. 
In spite of the challenges described by Bonilla-Silva and Hanchard, both Paschel and Perry 
provide examples of how people politically mobilize around race and space in Latin America. 
Paschel’s (2010) work addresses Afro-Colombian activism and the deployment of an ethnic 
difference frame, which I discuss in detail in Chapter 2. This frame mobilized discourses based on 
culture, traditions and knowledge of the Black rural communities of the Colombian Pacific regions 
to engender ethno-cultural legislation. While not focused on urban space, Paschel demonstrates 
how the right to difference has been utilized to guarantee territorial rights in Colombia and is 
particularly relevant to my argument about the ways in which socio-spatial frames are operative 
in Colombia. Perry (2004, 2013) provides an extensive anthropological ethnographic account of 
Black women’s grassroots activism against urban land expulsion and institutional racism in 
Salvador, Bahia, Brazil, and demonstrates the opportunities for mobilization that can arise from 
organizing around race and gender to maintain material resources in urban space. 
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This dissertation demonstrates how the Latin American racial ideology and racism 
invisibilization tactics delineated by Bonilla-Silva and Hanchard become even greater 
impediments to the kinds of mobilization around an ethno-racial identity Paschel and Perry 
describe when the relationship between racial, political, economic and socio-spatial contexts are 
not resonant to community members in ways that would spur action. I argue that the cases 
presented by both Paschel, on the Pacific coast of Colombia, and Perry, in Salvador, Bahia, Brazil, 
were possible because the social actors so explicitly articulated the relationship between race, 
space and injustice. Such a connection should not be taken for granted. In the absence of this 
understood and accepted relationship, mobilization around racial spatial injustice cannot take 
place.  
Primary Contribution 
 Racial Attachment Processes (RAP) 
In order to explain how race becomes encoded in the value of urban spaces, and how people 
construct metrics to define worth, make meaning of marginalized positions and craft their 
responses to such positions, I introduce the theory of Racial Attachment Processes (RAP) (Figure 
1.5). RAP is the addition or removal of race as a constitutive component in the interpersonal, 
organizational and/or structural processes and relations that stratify social life. There is an 
emphasis on the level of analysis to which individuals or groups are attaching or detaching race, 
as opposed to an emphasis on the type of social formation carrying out the attachment or 
detachment. This concept can be employed when examining both discursive and material 
practices. The former involves a discourse analysis of individuals or groups and their ordering 
schemas related to the social category of race. The latter entails an analysis of how individual, 
organizational or institutional practices manifest beliefs and relations related to the social category 
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of race. The overall outcome of each feature of RAP can be somewhat indeterminate, each 







































Figure 1.5: Racial Attachment Processes 
Interpersonal racial attachment (IRA) is defined as the addition of race as a constitutive 
component in micro-level, interpersonal processes and relations that stratify social life. Exploring 
interactional domains allows us to see in practice the role cultural microprocesses play in the 
production of inequality. The IRA process traces how and under what conditions people include 
race as a factor in relations between individuals, i.e. how people interact with others or determine, 
assess, or define personal relationships. For example, someone making determinations about who 
is suitable for friendship, romantic or business partnership based upon their racialized groupings 
is attaching race to this social process.  IRA can be evaluated ethnographically or experimentally 
at the level of practice, and linguistically through an analysis of discourse. 
Interpersonal racial detachment (IRD) is defined as the removal of race as a constitutive 
component in micro-level, interpersonal processes and relations that stratify social life. Like IRA, 
the IRD process traces how and under what conditions people include race as a factor in relations 
between individuals. However, it is more focused on the absence of race in practice and discourse 
as they relate to when individuals determine, assess, or define friendships, intimate partnerships, 
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business relationships, etc. IRA can also be evaluated at the level of practice ethnographically or 
experimentally, and linguistically through an analysis of discourse. However, there is greater 
attention paid to salient silences, coded language and what is alternatively mobilized as factors of 
social difference that do no pertain to race.  
Organizational racial attachment (ORA) is defined as the addition of race as a constitutive 
component in meso-level, organizational processes and relations that stratify social life. How 
people or groups categorize and label middle level social groupings through the attachment of race 
demonstrates how individual or socially shared schemas come to constitute the ways such social 
groupings are conceived of and evaluated. The ORA process traces how and under what conditions 
people include race as a factor in relations associated with collections of individuals, such as 
families, neighborhoods, institutions, social movements, etc. For example, individuals acting alone, 
or in conjunction with organizations, can attach race to organizations when determining their worth 
for grant funding. ORA can be evaluated at the level of practice ethnographically or experimentally, 
and linguistically through an analysis of discourse. 
Organizational racial detachment (ORD) is defined as the removal of race as a constitutive 
component in meso-level, organizational processes and relations that stratify social life. The ORD 
process traces how and under what conditions people remove race as a factor in relations between 
collections of individuals. For example, people can detach race from a geographic area when 
determining the contributions of a racialized group typically associated with this particular place.  
ORD can be evaluated at the level of practice ethnographically or experimentally, and 
linguistically through an analysis of discourse. 
Structural racial attachment (SRA) is defined as the addition of race as a constitutive 
component in structural processes and relations that stratify social life. This assessment operates 
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at the level of the system and larger societal institutions such as government, media, religion, the 
economy, education, law and politics. SRA allows us to consider the ways in which people or 
groups understand race’s relationship to the populations and macro-forces that structure society 
and everyday life.  For example, an organization may attach race to an understanding of cultural 
representations of a specific group in the media. SRA is best evaluated at the level of discourse. 
Structural racial detachment (SRD) is defined as the removal of race as a constitutive 
component in structural processes and relations that stratify social life. Structural racial detachment 
is not necessarily a conscious means to rebuke the reification of race; that is, resistance to the 
ideological, biological or process oriented concept of racialization. Instead, structural racial 
detachment can frequently naturalize social divisions, remove racism as a component structure of 
discrimination, and mask the power relations and repercussions of racial categorization. SRD is 
best evaluated at the level of discourse. This process is more thoroughly explicated in Chapter 5.  
There are three primary advantages to Racial Attachment Processes as a core mode of 
understanding that can be utilized at the micro, meso, and macro levels. 1) It is anti-essentialist 
and removes race from people’s beings and instead frames race as something to be detached and 
attached. 2) It reveals the kind of social work wherein people deploy the construct of race in 
practice and meaning making. 3) It shows us how race can be very present and absent within the 
same empirical context.  
Racial Attachment Processes are not unique to the context in which I have presented them. 
Various facets of these processes are discernible across numerous domains of social life and 
geographic locations. For example, we see the practical application of RAP in cases where home 
or business owners attach race as a crucial factor in determining the criminality of those they 
encounter. We see government officials discursively detach race as a factor when justifying the 
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disproportionate effects of “stop and frisk” policing and instead attribute disparities between 
racialized groups to differences in rates of criminality. We see institutions such as the banking 
industry attach race to neighborhoods to determine their creditworthiness, leading to the practice 
of redlining. Affirmative action opponents seek to remove race as a factor in determining higher 
education admission policies. However, similar opponents will attach and essentialize race when 
attributing differences in acceptance rates to the perceived innate biological intellectual inferiority 
of marginalized groups lower on the racial hierarchy, as opposed to a history of racial bias, housing 
segregation and limited educational opportunities.   
Race is often not disentangled from other factors of social difference, particularly from 
gender and class. However, RAP permits us to see where it is useful to attach racial significance 
to social processes. It also underscores that because race is not being mobilized at one level of 
analysis does not mean that race is not socially relevant. It may be attached and detached distinctly 
at different levels of analysis.  
 
Chapters to Come 
 In Chapter 2, I introduce the broader national struggle for resources and recognition by 
those within the Afro-Colombian social movement. I integrate structural and cultural social 
movement theories to explore how relationships between organizations and organizations’ 
relationships with the state affect the collective identity of the Afro-Colombian social movement. 
This provides a baseline from which to compare how marginalized actors within the locus of the 
study: (1) produce shared definitions of a collective identity, (2) can make meaning of their 
devalued social positions, and (3) craft responses to such positions. Through the existing literature 
and the voices of social movement activists and scholars I set the stage for the more micro- and 
meso-level discussions around the politics of race, value and development which follow.  
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In Chapter 3, I establish how the hierarchy of racial values exists at the level of the body 
and build an understanding of the politics of race and identity in Colombia.  I explore how people 
evaluate representations of racialized gender, class and ethnicity displayed during ritualistic 
cultural events and advertisements. I seek to explain why local residents view the same imagery 
as both recognition and misrecognition by assessing how people decode and evaluate the 
representations by deploying various referential scripts.  I demonstrate how the cultural processes 
of evaluation and legitimation help to create and maintain inequality between categorically 
bounded groups and ultimately reveal the hierarchy, based upon ranked cultural distinctions, which 
constitutes worthy and unworthy life.  These discourses begin to reveal how people construct 
metrics that define worth. 
In Chapter 4, I explore the hierarchy of racial values at the neighborhood level, building 
upon the previously established understandings of the politics of race and identity in Colombia. I 
consider how the hierarchies of racial, gender and class values constitute the racialized dynamics 
of urban change and relate to two ideologies that have shaped notions of development and progress 
throughout Latin America and Colombia, blanqueamiento, or whitening and mestizaje, or race 
mixture. Following a contextualization of relationships at the regional (the interior of Colombia 
vs. the Atlantic/Caribbean coast of Colombia) and city levels (Barranquilla vs. Cartagena, both 
located on the Atlantic/Caribbean Coast), I provide examples of interactions, conflict and the 
configuration of relationships at the inter- and intra-neighborhood levels. In the context of this 
competition over space I reveal how people determine who is worthy of occupying space and the 
vacillating boundaries of contestation. I demonstrate that race and ethnicity are encoded in the 
value of urban spaces through symbolic boundaries, which structure racial, economic and socio-
spatial relationships at different spatial scales. 
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In Chapter 5, I employ the theory of Racial Attachment Processes (RAP) to resolve the 
puzzle of how, in the presence of such a palpable racial hierarchy, race has become elided in the 
aggregation of factors constituting the gentrification process. I examine how race is actively 
mobilized at the interpersonal level, revealing the role that race and racism play in day-to-day 
interactions. I contrast this with the frames that social actors use to selectively detach race from 
meso- and macro- understandings of socio-spatial, political, and economic relations, thereby 
obscuring the relationship between racial domination and social inequality. Through this 
examination, I demonstrate discursively how inter-subjective meaning making around the cultural 
process of racialization, space, economics and the politics of racism effectively encode race and 
ethnicity in the value of this urban locale.  
  In the concluding chapter I synthesize findings from the previous chapters to ultimately 
demonstrate how the politics of race, value, development and identity are deeply intertwined in 






La Lucha Afro: The Afro-Colombian social movement’s struggle for 




Afro-Colombian resistance to oppression and marginalization began with rebellions and 
the emergence of independent maroon communities during the era of enslavement and has 
continued to the present (Jordan, 2004). The contemporary sustained movement for full 
participation in Colombian society among Colombians of African descent has not been limited to 
a single group of individuals or to one organization fighting for change. Instead, there are multiple 
groups, organizations, and individuals involved in the social movement. Notwithstanding such 
diversity of orientation and expressed ideals, the Afro-Colombian collective struggle for 
citizenship can be traced to the early 1990s. In 1991, Colombia significantly reformed its 
Constitution, theoretically removing the cloak that had veiled ethnic minorities since the country’s 
inception.  
This chapter offers a framework for understanding the fragmentation of organizations 
within the Afro-Colombian Social Movement. I take relations – rather than individuals, groups, 
attributes, or categories – as the fundamental unit of social analysis. I draw upon data about 
network dynamics, collected through interviews with Afro-Colombian activists, and relevant 
literature on Colombia, social movements and networks to explore relational aspects of the Afro-
Colombian Social Movement (ASM) since the reformation of the Colombian Constitution in 1991.  
In particular, I focus on the ways in which the social networks of activists within the ASM have 
shaped the movement’s identity and its ability to mobilize resources. 
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As I describe below, there is a great deal of fragmentation among organizations within the 
ASM based upon identity construction, differing goals and the competition for scarce resources. 
This fragmentation is characterized by both open conflict and latent hostility among organization 
members as well as the isolation of many organizations. I contend that movement fragmentation 
is not attributable strictly to the behavior of those participating in the movement. It also stems from 
the dynamics of wider and encompassing social institutions, including the state, the media and 
universities that have ignited and stoked the tensions among movement-based organizations. 
Importantly, the exacerbation of tensions has in turn limited the ability of the organizations in the 
movement to develop a common agenda that could lead to heightened movement power and reduce 
the social, political and economic marginalization still greatly experienced by Afro-Colombians. 
This chapter addresses the general challenges of maintaining a social movement despite forces that 
fragment individuals. Furthermore, through the provision of ethnographic and historical 
contextualization this chapter incorporates perspectives of race, ethno-culture and discrimination 




I begin with a brief historical analysis that explores how the present social and economic 
conditions of the Afro-Colombian population took shape and the subsequent development of the 
Afro-Colombian Social Movement. This information is culled primarily from secondary texts such 
as books and journal articles.  
My primary data collection strategy initially entailed interviews of key actors as well as an 
online survey of two-dozen movement participants, both administered in June 2011. Upon arriving 
in Bogotá for the fieldwork phase of the data collection, I quickly realized that people were far 
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more eager to meet with me and share their thoughts on the Movement in person than complete an 
online survey. I complemented my initial strategy with participant observation and face-to-face 
unstructured interviews.2  
My primary contact was a highly connected Colombian in New York City who provided 
me with a list of key informants either in the ASM or closely connected to those within the 
Movement. I conducted face-to-face interviews in July and August 2011 with leaders of 
organizations involved in the Afro-Colombian Movement and with academic scholars in Bogotá 
and Cartagena, Colombia. I collected additional data upon my return to New York City until 
December 2011 through further interviews and follow-up email correspondence. I presented 
interviewees with questions regarding their organizations’ missions and history within the 
movement, resource acquisition and allocation, tactics, collective action, and interorganizational 
exchanges. I asked scholars to reflect on the broader history of the movement, its potential 
direction and organizations’ relationships with the state, media and universities. Interviews were 
conducted in Spanish and English, as informants preferred. 
 
Social Movement Theory and Latin America 
Latin America was rarely, if ever, considered in the development of many widely utilized 
social movement frameworks. Therefore, it is important to avoid applying Western European and 
North American theory uncritically when investigating Latin American social movements 
(Foweraker, 1995). One of the primary factors that must be considered is the significant degree to 
                                                 
2 Interviews are commonly used in social movement research because of their usefulness in gaining rich, 
detailed data about social events and processes from the perspective of movement actors, in a streamlined 
way that does not require extensive time spent conducting field work (Klandermans & Roggeband, 2009). 
Given my goals, time constraints and the apparent reluctance of contacts to complete surveys, this 
methodology served as an appropriate tool to gain insight into the nature of Afro-Colombian Social 




which the state in Latin American countries was embedded in its political economies. This shaped 
the political and economic landscapes in a particular way that differed from the US and Western 
Europe. The state held control over scarce resources and was responsible for a great deal of the 
social exclusion. It was, therefore, the state that social movements sought for resources and for 
redress of grievances (Foweraker, 1995).  
Attention to social movements within the “Global South” grew after the democratization 
of Latin American countries during the 1980s. There are now many studies addressing the genesis, 
forms, strategies and outcomes of social movements in Latin America. Yet the literature focusing 
on Afro-Latino social movements still remains relatively scant (Paschel & Sawyer, 2008, p. 198). 
In order to add to the body of work on Afro-Latino social movements, I will focus on three 
questions that arise in the broader social movement literature about the ways in which structural 
and cultural factors affect movement development and outcomes. Each of these questions will be 
developed with the interviews and secondary material to follow.  
I begin by asking about the ways that actors acquire resources, including whether the 
mobilization of resources by movement organizations may affect movement successes. 
Historically, those studying social movements who have favored a structural approach have 
emphasized “the importance of mobilizing structures, the distribution of material resources, and 
political opportunities for the emergence of social movements” (Klandermans & Roggeband, 2009, 
p.4). Resource Mobilization Theory (RMT) was a key paradigm in this approach. While RMT is 
often ignored in Latin American social movement research, it can be useful to consider when 
examining how resource acquisition and exchange have contributed to organizational constraints 
and political possibilities (Foweraker, 1995, p.23). RMT focuses on how actors acquire and deploy 
resources (material, moral, social-organizational, human and cultural) to act collectively on 
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longstanding grievances and achieve goals (Janoski, Alford, Hicks & Schwartz, 2005) and is based 
on the idea that “successful movements acquire resources and create advantageous exchange 
relationships with other groups as they achieve success in fulfilling their goals” (Foweraker, 1995, 
p.16).  
In addition, resource mobilization theories emphasize the importance of ties among 
organizations as conduits for the resource exchanges that underlie mobilization (Diani and 
McAdam, 2003). I address this relational element specifically by exploring how the struggle for 
resources affects the density of the social network of movement organizations. According to Kim 
and Bearman (1997), network density is positively associated with collective action “because with 
increasing density, individuals are brought into communication with one another. Consequently 
they share information, develop more similar world views, and develop the relational bases for 
shared identity” (p.70). 
I consider how the collective identity of movements affects movement successes. Those 
who have adopted a cultural approach explore “how individuals and groups perceive and interpret 
these material conditions and focuses on the role of cognitive, affective and ideational roots of 
contention” (Klandermans & Roggeband, 2009, p.4). The New Social Movement (NSM) 
paradigm reflects this approach with its emphasis on social changes in identity, lifestyle and culture 
as well as collective identity (Ellis and Kessel, 2009, p.29). A collective identity is believed to 
produce a self-understanding that influences mobilization possibilities and directions. In order to 
sustain the movement and attain their goals, movements engaged in inducing structural changes 
must rely on a strong collective identity (Taylor & Whittier, 1993). I specifically explore how 
relationships between organizations and organizations’ relationships with the state affect the 
collective identity of the Afro-Colombian social movement. 
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In an attempt at providing an alternative to the aforementioned structural and cultural 
frameworks, McAdam (1999) developed the political process model that explored how political 
structure, which can be changed by events and processes that disrupt the political status quo, 
defines opportunities and constraints for social movements (Ellis & van Kessel, 2009). The post-
democracy period in Latin America during the 1990s saw an explosion of movement organizations 
and the recognition of cultural rights, which could be considered a political climate ripe for 
considerable change. Some have argued that the recognition of cultural rights that Latin American 
governments began to promote during the 1990s was in fact part of a much larger neoliberal 
political project intended to produce a favorable investment climate and spur greater economic 
growth. Hale (2005) has called the strategy “Neoliberal Multiculturalism”. I consider what 
ostensibly appear to be favorable changes in the political environment and whether the 
relationships that emerge from such climate changes are in fact beneficial to the overall movement. 
Thus, to summarize, I address three questions emerging from the literature: 
1. How are resources acquired and how does the mobilization of resources by 
movement organizations affect movement successes? 
2. How do social networks affect the collective identity of movements and how does 
this collective identity affect movement successes? 
3. What political climate is most conducive to movement growth? 
 
Social movement scholars today typically emphasize a synthesis of the structural and constructivist 
approaches, as opposed to parochially selecting one approach (Ellis and Kessel, 2009). By 
addressing these three questions which emerge from the literature, this empirical project integrates 
structural and cultural social movement theories and addresses the relationship between a 
fundamental tenet in sociology, “how…broader forces operate to affect the actions and beliefs of 
individuals and groups” (Smith & Fetner, 2009, p.13), and how these individuals and groups, in 





According to Max Weber, the Theory of Closure is “the process by which social 
collectivities seek to maximize rewards by restricting access to resources and opportunities to a 
limited circle of eligibles” (Parkin, 1979, p. 45). Parkin extends Weber’s theory to discuss two 
reciprocal modes of closure: exclusion and usurpation. Exclusionary closure involves one group 
securing a privileged position at the expense of another group through subordination. Usurpation 
is a countervailing closure strategy adopted by excluded groups to maximize the claims to rewards 
and opportunities possessed by those who exclude. 
This process of usurpation and Afro-Colombian political organization began during the 
1970s and grew significantly during the 1980s. In spite of their ethnic, political, geographic and 
economic differences, Afro-Colombians were able to concertedly mass mobilize with a common 
agenda, some suggest for the first and perhaps the only time, in the early 1990s (Pardo, 2002). 
Through street demonstrations and other public acts of protest they rallied for a “pluriethnic and 
multicultural nation” (Grueso, Rosero & Escobar, 1998, p.197) in the 1991 Constitutional reform 
process and succeeded through the inclusion of Transitory Article 55, which was later formalized 
into Law 70 in 1993 that recognized the territorial and cultural rights of Afro-Colombians (Wade, 
1993). 
The Movement, the State and Neoliberalism 
 Many have questioned the motives behind the Colombian government’s decision to 
support a multiethnic society. Some suggest that after decades of human rights violations, a 
paramilitary system created to assist the military in repression and extensively documented human 
rights violations, the state’s legitimacy had been significantly eroded. The Constitutional reform 
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was therefore a mechanism for re-establishing legitimacy in the eyes of the populace (Pardo, 2002; 
Coleman, 2007). The reform was also necessary to further the peace process with members of the 
guerilla movement, M19, who required constitutional reform as a condition for reinsertion back 
into civil life (Wade, 1993, p. 177). 
 The recognition of cultural rights and neoliberal reforms coincided in Colombia. Colombia 
coupled a region-wide return to democracy and the new era of social movements in the 1990s with 
major neoliberal restructuring that had already been taking place intensely throughout Latin 
America since the 1970s (Escobar & Alvarez, 1992). Neoliberal economic policies such as trade 
liberalization, privatization, deregulation, and austerity measures engendered a dramatic increase 
in poverty and an economic crisis (Hristov, 2009).  
It has been argued that while promoting the idea of full citizenship for all, the Colombian 
government was in fact only concerned with growth and as a result of the neo-liberal regime, 
“despite the symbolic use of discourses of law and constitutional rights to conceptualize social 
issues, the majority [were] excluded from any meaningful claim to citizenship rights by means of 
the privatization of services and the flexibilization of labor” (Coleman, 2007, p.208). It is believed 
that generally, the civil society that develops out of neoliberal policies is one conceived as a 
“market economy of atomized individuals, and not as a social arena of collective interests” (Wood 
& Roberts, 2005, p.125). Greene (2007) suggests, “The guilt states appear to express in implicitly 
recognizing the denials of sovereignty to Others through European colonization and transatlantic 
slavery is never disinterested. The apology offered through multicultural reforms and affirmative 
action policies is always just shy of sincere” (p. 345). Wade (1993) contends that the Colombian 
government was only concerned with the development of the resource-rich Pacific region during 
this period. The concessions it made with Transitory Act 55 and the Special Commissions were 
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simply the price that it had to pay to facilitate the development process and maintain an image of 
a government that was sensitive to ecological problems and the rights of ethnic minorities (Wade, 
1993).  
 In order to achieve greater growth, some scholars (Pardo, 2002; Wade, 2002; Hooker, 2005; 
Hale, 2005) hold that countries throughout Latin America, such as Brazil, Honduras and Colombia 
began to substitute its assimilationist “Mestizaje” approaches for political projects that promoted 
cultural difference and generated conflict among movement actors who were divided by the scope 
and meaning of these cultural rights. Then, as a result of this tension and redirected energy, 
activists would subsequently no longer fight for other economic, political and social rights. While 
many Afro-Colombian organizations have continued to fight for these rights, the collective identity 
of the movement as a whole is considered by some to be in jeopardy as a result of this contention. 
Collective Identity  
Although Afro-Colombians have a long history of organized resistance (Wade, 1993), the 
fact that social movement actors were able to make legal gains in the early 1990s is not necessarily 
an indication of an antecedent strong collective identity. As Foweraker (1995) states, “identity 
cannot simply be conceived as a precondition of strategic action, because the processes of 
organization and strategic choice contribute crucially to construct and shape this identity” (p.22). 
It is common for social actors to be embedded in loose social networks, “especially those based 
on nationality, race-ethnicity, class gender or religion” which encourage identity formation 
(Foweraker, 1995, p.23). Diverse Black initiatives, which possessed an ethno-cultural and local 
character, were organized prior to the reformation of the Constitution and these groups worked 
assiduously together to engender the initial movement successes. These successes may have in fact 
enhanced collective identity temporarily (Grueso, Rosero & Escobar, 1998). 
39 
 
But the literature and interviews suggest that with time, distinctions within the broader 
Afro-Colombian population became sources of contention. The collective identity that is believed 
by movement theorists such as Taylor and Whittier (1993) to be necessary for sustaining the 
movement and inducing greater structural changes may have actually been weakened by differing 
perspectives across various areas. While many may assume that the movement could be sustained 
simply by virtue of Afro-Colombians shared racial categorization, a central theme in the research 
on Afro-Colombians is the diversity of experiences and situations shared by this population (Wade, 
2002). Being acknowledged existentially was of paramount importance for Afro-Colombians, but 
interviewees shared that a major goal of the movement has also been to have the diversity within 
the group be similarly acknowledged. 
My first interview was with Miguel, an organizational leader in his mid-late 30s, who is 
heavily involved in national politics. I waited patiently in the lobby of the building that housed his 
organization in Bogotá. He arrived with two other Afro-Colombian men. Ismael worked for 
Miguel, while Pablo was a leader in another organization who I already had plans to meet at a later 
date. Both were slightly younger than Miguel. We all entered a conference room that appeared to 
be shared by a number of organizations. 
 Miguel began the interview by proactively providing me with an overview of the Afro-
Colombian people, the way the Movement was constructed, and the different types of 
organizations. A pattern began to emerge with those interviewed whereby they would tell me about 
the ethnic and linguistic diversity of the Afro-Colombian people. He spoke as he illustrated the 
organization types for me on a sheet of paper and articulated the following about some of the 
various Afro-Colombian groups: 
Chocó has the largest percentage of Blacks of any state. Cali in Valle de Cauca 
has the largest number. There are the Raizales in Providencia who have more of 
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an Anglo-Dutch culture. They were a mixed colony, Creole. They have special 
characteristics. The Palenqueros have a distinct African, Spanish and Portuguese 
language.3  
During my visits to organizational offices, I discovered that in addition to photographs of 
prominent and everyday Afro-Colombians, the offices were filled with pictures of Malcolm X, Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., Dr. Angela Davis and Nelson Mandela. I found these to be visual 
representations of the impact the African-American and South African struggles for rights have 
had on the Afro-Colombian movement for these same rights.  In what appeared to be a small 
conference room where I met with Esteban, another movement leader, there were even more 
photographs and a display case filled with memorabilia from the Million Man March and books 
by and about African-Americans such as Malcolm X, Barack Obama, the Black Panther Party, 
Ghanaian Kwame Nkrumah, Guinea-Bissauan and Cape Verdean Amílcar Cabral, Angolan Mário 
Pinto de Andrade, Martiniquais Frantz Fanon, Cuban Miguel Barnet and Colombian Eusebio 
Camacho Hurtado. All of these articles conveyed that the organization had a definite diasporic 
predilection. Given his appreciation for the diversity within the African Diaspora, I was not 
surprised when Esteban, like Miguel, provided the following thoughts on the diversity of the Afro-
Colombian population:  
There is a racist view of our Afro community that we are all the same and divided. 
We’re not the same. There are many different Afro-Colombian ethnic groups in 
Colombia. The people of Cartagena, Nariño, Cauca, and Valle are totally 
different from those from Chocó. The Afro-Indigenous of Guajira are different 
from the rest of the country. We’re all African. We’re all Colombians, but we 
aren’t the same. We’re diverse and we begin by understanding the diversity of 
the Afro-Colombian community.  
Based upon the conversation with Esteban, I truly began to grasp that even the right to be diverse 
as a people was yet another battle that Afro-Colombians had to wage.  
                                                 
3 Almost all conversations referred to were originally in Spanish.  Words or phrases in brackets represent the 
translation either into English or the actual words in Spanish used by participants. 
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In addition to the possibility of ethnic diversity emerging as a challenge to a collective 
identity, differences over the nature of Afro-Colombian communities’ involvement in politics also 
created friction. Factions developed among those “who favored the construction of a movement 
for political participation in the established institutions and those who believed in a social 
movement in which electoral participation was only one possibility and not the central element” 
(Grueso, Rosero & Escobar, 1998, p.199). When discussing the cohesion of the organizations in 
the Movement, one leader shared, “Initially, 20 years ago, the movement was stronger and more 
connected. It was focused on visibility. You would say you were ‘a part of’ the movement.”  
He later suggests: 
With Law 70, so went the movement. There began to be a tendency towards people 
as political actors first, and community came second. There started to be different 
dynamics and people with different causes. A movement no longer existed, but 
instead political actors who were just part of the Afro-Colombian population. 
 Pardo suggests that a number of factors have affected the identity of the Afro-Colombian 
movement and that movement identities are not fixed but instead are the product of the political 
processes in which the collective subject matter in question is involved. He suggests that the 
disaggregation of territorial associations that took place was the result of factors such as the 
heterogeneity of identities, fragmentation fostered by class differences, the partial immersion of 
Movements in the game of the hegemonic state, the divisive role of government resources and the 
ambivalent neoliberal logic that concedes to some claims but prevents the consolidation of broad 
alliances and identities between different collective political subjects and their radical agendas 
(Pardo, 2002). The idea that the state has played a critical role in the poor cohesion of the 
Movement was echoed in an interview with Sonia, a well-known scholar-activist. I had plans to 
interview her while in Colombia but we missed one another, as she is often out of the country due 
to her research. But I was fortunate to meet with her upon a trip she made to New York City. She 
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expressed the following when asked about the change in the relationship among the organizations 
over the last twenty years: 
I think that organizations dialogued more before. The problem is very interesting. 
I’m not caught in the current of multiculturalism critiques. I criticize uncritical 
multiculturalism. That’s a different thing. It’s the form in which the Colombian 
state has implemented multiculturalism that is the problem... Using its perverse 
alliances with international cooperation, the State has professionalized the 
organizations. Then these organizations, instead of seeing themselves as spaces that 
can bring unity, are converted into allies of the State. And suddenly organizations 
can’t be friends because they can’t share resources. You see these organizations 
have become homogenous. But not all NGOS are really NGOS. Yet in the Afro-
Colombian movement they all became NGOS and they became rivals because of 
the competition for the same resources.  
 
It is conceivable that this perceived state-induced division, which pits organizations against one 
another, would hinder the construction of a shared identity and large-scale unification across 
organizations. This is crucial because the development of a collective identity and strategic goals 
can be thought of as a mutually constitutive process. Organizing around strategic goals can lead to 
a stronger collective identity, while having a strong collective identity can result in better 
organizing and formation of goals.  
The Fight against Racism versus the Fight for Territory 
 How the Afro-Colombian Social Movement would be strategically oriented was one of the 
major points of contention early on within the Movement. There were those who believed it should 
work towards the politics of anti-racism, fighting against discrimination and social, economic and 
political exclusion. While others felt it should it be towards politics formed around cultural 
difference, Afro-Colombian identity and its African cultural roots and historical ties to the 
territories in the Pacific region that activists faithfully fought to defend (Hooker, 2005). The latter 
strategy was a partial appropriation of a framework that had proven effective by Indigenous 
activists when demanding collective rights from the State. This strategy began to be the primary 
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focus of those in the Pacific coastal region. Mobilization around difference and territories had a 
greater appeal for the Colombian elite and the public. One activist in the organization PCN 
(Process of Black Communities) felt that “the right to difference is much more effective” (Wade, 
2002, p.12). But many activists, particularly those in the urban areas, worried that an emphasis on 
cultural difference, as opposed to racial discrimination, left room for the State to ignore the 
persistence of racism and its social and economic repercussions while simultaneously recognizing 
cultural diversity.  
 Hooker (2005) suggests that the focus on collective rights in the territories through the 
multiculturalism approach based on difference, “may not address structurally persistent 
inequalities by racially-defined groups, and it isn’t clear whether the former can be parlayed into 
the latter” (pg. 308-309). This debate brings us back to Neoliberal Multiculturalism and whether 
the State’s engagement in the discourse about cultural recognition and a plural nation was in fact 
a strategy to quiet discontent, while avoiding making any fundamental changes in power structures. 
Acknowledging cultural differences does not necessarily pose a threat to institutionalized systems 
of oppression and exclusion; while land titling fits the capitalist model of development and can be 
heavily regulated by the State. Nevertheless, on a micro-level, the everyday lives and livelihoods 
of those in the Pacific are constantly in jeopardy and require immediate attention.  
 Another internal conflict within the Movement has been around the kind of politics in 
which organizations and individuals should engage and whether partaking in traditional politics 
results in a weakening of the movement and minimal goal attainment. Hale (2005) suggests that 
as a result of Neoliberal Multiculturalism “the general pattern [of democratic actors in the era of 
new social movements] has been for stark opposition to fade into negotiation and compromise” 
and that “oppositional political initiatives are apt to be found waging their struggles from within 
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the neoliberal establishment” (p.11). This shift to negotiation and compromise could signal a loss 
of political power. When discussing the political strength of the Movement one leader shared the 
following: 
The movement doesn’t have political power. The community keeps voting for the 
grandchildren of ‘the masters.’… We need to construct our own parties to promote 
the visibilization of our people with those who can truly represent us in democratic 
spaces. He who receives the vote is the controller of power and the 
government…The Afro community does not have power because it votes for the 
masters and these organizations are politically organized in the political parties of 
the masters. 
 
In an interview with Pablo, an early 30s former leader still closely working with his Afro-
Colombian cultural organization, he believed that, “Many Blacks use their influence to rob funds 
to pay for political positions.” When talking further about the political corruption of those within 
the Movement Pablo shared that: 
There have been organizations/politicians that have falsified the census of those in 
rural populations to receive more money. And the communities have no idea 
because these corrupt people are in Bogotá.  
 
There is a significant risk to unity when there are varying foci of the work to be done and objectives 
to be achieved. This risk is further exacerbated when there are those who are concerned about 
movement actors and the State becoming bedfellows, and those who believe this relationship to be 
necessary to acquire the resources required to carry out movement-related endeavors. 
Resource Mobilization and the Proliferation of Organizations 
In 1991, Transitory Act 55 opened up political and cultural spaces. It considerably increased 
the activities of the organizations that already existed and created a whole host of new 
organizations (Wade, 1993). The number of Afro-Colombian organizations proliferated after Law 
70 was enacted in 1993. Asher (2009) notes that many of these organizations have small 
memberships, limited mandates, few independent funds and their own agendas. There are over 
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1600 organizations registered with the Ministry of Interior and Justice- Comisiones Consultivas 
de Alto Nivel (High-Level Advisory Committees), 182 in Bogotá alone (Tianna Paschel, personal 
communication, May 26, 2011). 
 Hale (2005) suggests that a major tenet of neoliberalism is the reduction of the size of the 
State, which results in fewer material resources for organizations. Most interviewees believed that 
one of the reasons for the current friction among organizations is this competition for limited 
resources, particularly from the State since, as Angel, a journalist and head of a small organization 
said, “There is no culture of philanthropy.” The lack of philanthropic support and heavy reliance 
on the State is again one of the distinctions between the United States that necessitates a calibrated 
understanding of the Colombian social movement terrain. The occurrence of the proliferation of 
organizations simultaneously with the restriction of funding from the State greatly threatens the 
survival of movement organizations that are not victorious in a competition for resources. In order 
to better fit their resource environments and survive, the resource mobilization tradition argues 
that like other organizations, social movement organizations tend toward bureaucratization, 
professionalization, and conglomeration, and that these organizations often adjust their goals 
(McCarthy and Zald 1977a, 1977b). When asked about the political strength of the Movement 
Alfonso, a scholar in his mid-30s who also heads a small organization, believes that “the 
Movement is weak. It lacks political power because of the fight for resources.” Another 
interviewee also shared the following: 
The State gives what appear to be resources. It’s the myth of the resources. It’s not 
like there’s a lot. It looks and appears like the state gives a lot of money but that’s 
nothing. It starts 70 organizations and the most it gives is CP$30 million ($15,000 
USD). It’s not money for an organization that has to work for a whole year without 




One leader, whose organization appears to be one of the few that is very well-supported by the 
State believes: 
There is a lot of jealousy and resentment amongst organizations. Many don’t have 
the capacity to do the work or the recognition by the government as organizations.  
Resources are not sufficient for the community. 
The closer relationship of this leader’s organization with the State became even more apparent 
when he shared a sentiment that differed from the others interviewed. He said, “If everyone 
received the same amount there wouldn’t be enough to cover everything. But the government does 
give enough to cover some organizations.” He later stated, “Other organizations are jealous if your 
organization has a relationship with the government.” When questioned about the other 
organizations in which his organization had a relationship, he shared that there basically were none. 
His organization essentially works strictly with government agencies. 
Some of the interviewees suggested that some of the tensions arise from people in 
organizations believing that others are making political compromises in order to receive the 
pittance the state provides.  One interviewee put it plainly, “They are just looking for little pots of 
money. And they are small donations- CP$20,000-CP$50,000 ($10.40 USD, $26.70 USD), usually 
less than CP$200,000 ($104.40 USD), because they make political compromises. They spend it 
and then that’s it.” Another shared a similar sentiment and expressed that, “Part of the fight is 
getting money from the State to redistribute. The State provides conditional resources, but not 
independent resources.”  
In addition to having fewer resources as a result of the reduction of the State, 
institutionalization creates complex scenarios that affect the autonomy of the Movement. Pardo 
(2002) suggests that Law 70 and its implementations have resulted in institutional constriction of 
the political initiatives of the Afro-Colombian Movement and their organizational progress. The 
technical and bureaucratic processes imposed on social movement organizations result in some 
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groups avoiding the administrative process all together. For example, town councils on the Pacific 
coast, when establishing collective territories, frequently preferred to deal directly with the 
government and its institutions and detach from regionally coordinated urban-based social 
movement groups (Pardo, 2002, p. 61). This is an example of how red tape can result in further 
movement fragmentation. 
Scholars examining the Afro-Colombian Social Movement such as Peter Wade (1993), 
Grueso, Rosero and Escobar (1998), and Kiran Asher (2009), often note the various types of Afro-
Colombian organizations that have emerged in the last twenty years. Organization leaders and 
scholars interviewed also made distinctions between types or classes of organizations but there 
was not always consonance. One interviewee, who is very involved in Colombian politics, 
believed that there are three types of organizations: “Consejos Comunitarios” (Community 
Councils) who are “greatly involved with the ancestral territory of those who have been there since 
slavery” primarily in the Pacific departments of Chocó, Cauca, Valle and Nariño, but also on the 
coastal Caribbean. They are a major force and very extensive. The second types are the “Comisión 
Consultiva Distrital de Comunidades Negras” (District Advisory Committee of Black 
Communities). Each department has an Afro-Colombian organizational representative that sits on 
the council so it has different functions and members of both of the other types of organizations. 
They focus a great deal on displacement in the territories. The third types are associations located 
in urban and other areas. These groups fight for social and political representation and work on 
problems that are not immediately about the territories but affect the territories. These 
organizations include some activists but are closer to the government, resources and projects. 
Believing that his organization fell into this category he said, “We demonstrate what Afro is and 
that we are part of this country.” 
48 
 
One veteran in the Movement also said that there are three types of organizations: 
“iniciativas grupales” (group initiatives), “organizaciones consolidadas/sociales” (social and 
consolidated organizations) and “campesinados” (farm/rural organizations), also known as 
“Consejos Comunitarios”, and was adamant about the notion that one should never confuse the 
group initiatives with the social organizations. Group initiatives were described as often being one 
or two people conducting activities, the majority of which are folkloric dances, music etc. They 
lack an administrative or financial structure, a plan of action and visible leaders. They often lack 
direction and “look for small funds from mayors to have festivals because they don’t know what 
to do.” They have an ephemeral quality and “are born when they are doing things and disappear.” 
They are particularly problematic because they “defend their personal interests as opposed to those 
of the community.” Relating back to the diversity that exists within the Afro-Colombian 
population and the challenges of being perceived as a monolithic group, the leader felt that “people 
assume that they are fighting for the Afro-Colombian community because they are Black. There 
is confusion between fighting for the rights of Afro-Colombians and skin.”  
According to this interviewee, social and consolidated organizations, on the other hand, are 
very few in number and have a history, ideology, vision, mission, and clear objectives. These 
organizations have a process of legal, administrative, institutional, and operational development 
as well as a plan of action and a management system for their money. They have “objectives and 
strategies that unify their action around Pan-Africanism and search for unity in their actions.” 
There are some folkloric and cultural institutions that are considered a part of this group due to 
their structure, but they are not political or social in their orientation. This leader did not share the 
notion of other interviewees who felt that the movement was divided, primarily because of the 
distinction he made between groups and organizations. He said, “We are one community with 
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many interests that we fight for…There is a division of labor when it comes to the work. Major 
organizations are focused on different actions and different rights. No organization can do it all.” 
The Network of Afro-Colombian Social Movement Organizations  
Pardo (2002) suggests that the participation of Afro-Colombians and organizations in the 
planning and management of the Black population and their territories derived from Law 70 led 
to: factionalism; reduced organizational dynamism, as organizations competed for official 
recognition; and weakened coordination at the subregional, departmental and national levels (p.73). 
This factionalism may have rarefied the social networks that make mobilization more likely 
(Foweraker, 1995). But Pardo (2002) suggests that the work of Afro-Colombian activists 
confronting racial discrimination in its various forms, exploitation and poverty has not transcended 
a narrow circle of activists to have a wider and demobilizing effect against hegemonic political 
procedures such as patronage and blanqueamiento (whitening). 
With the proliferation of Afro-Colombian organizations of various kinds, “linked rather 
loosely to one (or more) of … three broad factions” (Asher, 2009, p.56), it is likely that the low 
density of the web of organizations has been an impediment to movement success. This could 
prove to be more problematic in the future if Ellis and Kessel (2009) are correct in arguing that a 
“network society” is currently emerging, where networks are in fact the primary form of social 
organization (p.35). When asked about the network of organizations within the Movement, one 
leader discussed the State’s role in dividing the Movement: 
The officials know how to break any interworking amongst the organizations. And 
in that sense they are perverse because they take advantage of the disabilities of the 
movement. Instead of finding solutions, they sharpen the contradictions.  
 
 McCarthy & Zald (1977a, 1977b) argue that the ability to mobilize a broad constituency 
of affluent classes and appropriate institutional resources from private foundations and 
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corporations, social welfare institutions, the mass media, and universities has been instrumental in 
various movements’ successes. In addition to discussing the Movement’s relationship with the 
State, I also questioned one leader about how she believed the Movement’s relationship with the 
media and universities had changed in the last twenty years. She shared the following: 
I perceive that in Colombia there are organizations and universities that say they 
work with Afro-Colombians, but I’m not sure it’s work. It’s really exploitation 
through the media. They represent themselves as large organizations, but they 
aren’t... For example, at the Universidad de Los Andes [University of the Andes] 
they’ve created an observatory on racial discrimination but they claim to have only 
four cases. But then they go before the media, take very nice pictures, and write 
columns about it. The country then thinks that the Universidad de Los Andes has 
done something, but this isn’t the case. And the media says they have a relationship 
with organizations but they don’t because the people don't have the capital- social, 
economic, or cultural- to get to the media. 
 
She continues and once again we hear about the challenge for resources: 
It’s very disadvantageous to the organizations [to work with the universities]. How 
can the organization bring money to the private university and the university then 
keeps 45% of the profits? In the case of the Universidad de Los Andes and PCN 
[ASM organization], there is a project involving CP$45 million ($23,500 USD) and 
45% is going to the university. That is immoral. Cimarron [ASM organization] 
works with Javeriana [University] but there are always stumbling blocks because 
the university wants to profit from the Afro issues. They aren’t interested in the 
history of the country. They are interested in how much money they are going to 
make in terms of profit. 
 
I met with another Afro-Colombian activist currently living in the United States, during a visit he 
made to New York City. When I questioned him about the relationship the Movement has with 
the media, his very quick response was, “There isn’t one.” It appears that the flow of information 
and resources may not only be stilted by a loose network of organizations within the Movement, 






Moving Forward with a Common Agenda 
While plural public spaces are critically important in creating a broader discursive space, 
such “spaces make possible the processing of conflicts surrounding the construction of identities 
and definition of spaces in which those conflicts can be expressed” (Alvarez & Dagnino, 1998). 
Information collected through interviews and the literature on the Afro-Colombian Social 
Movement suggest that there is a great deal of Movement fragmentation based around identity 
construction, the competition for scarce resources, and narrowly-defined and differing goals. One 
leader discussed this fragmentation and need for a common agenda: 
Organizations reflect regional politics and I think today there isn’t a common 
agenda. It doesn’t exist because the people of Chocó believe that their problems are 
more important. The people of the Caribbean think their issues are most important. 
It’s not the reality of what’s happening. They also express different political views 
in the different organizations. 
 
She continued by saying: 
Our major worry 20 years ago was the loss of the lands of the Pacific. Today it’s 
the displacement of one million people that live in the Pacific. That is a lot of people 
but there is no bigger discussion about what we want. Each organization has its 
micro identity. I only defend my displaced, or I defend violated women, or I defend 
women’s sexuality. It’s very dissected. 
 
Pardo (2002) believes the Afro-Colombian Social Movement is challenged by an absence 
of concise long-term politics goals. After a negotiation process with the State, actors and social 
movement organizations are forced to compete for resources to manage economic achievements, 
satisfy their members, and enter a process of institutionalization. In the absence of organizational 
flexibility and ideological consistency, the results obtained by the Movement at the institutional 
level can impede development and even reverse it (Pardo, 2002). When asked about the future of 
the movement Esteban said, “organizations need to generate spaces where they can sit and create 
a common agenda…They must be strategic in order to have political and legal impact…They must 
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focus on ethnic and leadership education…and fortify the Afro-Colombian organizations.” One 
interviewee closed our discussion with the following: 
If the movement does not self-reflect on what it has done and what it’s involved in, 
I don’t see a very happy ending. There will always be organizations but 
organizations are not movements. 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have explored the relationships among social actors in the Afro-
Colombian Social Movement and the challenges of maintaining a social movement despite forces 
that fragment individuals. I specifically addressed the ways in which organizations identify and 
work with one another (a cultural approach) and how they are able to acquire resources to execute 
tasks (a structural approach). Due to the nature of Latin American statehood, organizational 
relations with the Colombian government pose a significant challenge at the institutional level, as 
the state appears to inadvertently and sometimes maybe consciously, work to distort the 
Movement’s identity and penuriously limit resources. Relations with the media and universities 
also may not serve the Movement to the fullest extent possible. In addition, the organizations 
themselves also appear to be instrumental in the hindrance of their own progress. The collective 
identity of this movement is impeded by their diversity as a people, differences in ideas about 
political involvement with the ever-important State, varying goals, and rifts that result from 
differential access to scarce resources. A common agenda could result in heightened movement 
power and the reduction of the social, political and economic marginalization still greatly 
experience by Afro-Colombians. 
While it may be much simpler to discount the smaller organizations in the Movement, 
collectively these organizations appear to constitute scores of disconnected organizations and 
actors that could be making significant contributions to the struggles for rights were they better 
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integrated into the network of organizations dedicated to similar fights. While various 
organizations do have different commitments, the work for cultural recognition and territorial 
rights need not be incompatible with measures to reverse racial discrimination, as evinced by the 
1996 Colombian Constitutional Court decision to broaden the scope of Black collective rights 








 (Mis) Recognition: Race, representation and ritual  
Introduction 
“A depiction is never just an illustration... it is the site for the construction and depiction of social 
difference.”4 
 
The timing of my first encounter with an image of someone painted in blackface in 
Colombia could not have been better. The independence festivals in Cartagena began on 
November 3, 2013, right on the heels of Halloween celebrations in the United States. And while I 
had spent that Halloween living in Cartagena, social media kept me abreast of the outrage and 
debates sparked by a number of incidents around the world related to people donning themselves 
in black paint and other costumes related to people of African-descent. Those on social media 
vehemently denounced famed Italian fashion designer Allesandro Dell’Acqua, Orange is the New 
Black’s Julianne Hough, and ELLE France beauty editor Jeanne Deroo. These were but a few who 
had made the egregious mistake of bringing blackface back that season. As a result, there were 
numerous discussions about the modern and historical use of the practice in the United States, 
what it meant in the alleged “post- racial America,” and what was being signified by the act in the 
United States and abroad. 
This first encounter was through an invitation I received via Facebook to a Cartagena 
independence parade in the neighborhood of Los Calamares. The cover photo was of one of the 
most offensive displays of blackface I had seen, with fair-skinned men painted completely in black, 
save for brightly-colored red lips which they exaggeratedly pushed out as they bugged their eyes 
and contorted their bodies. I was confused and experienced what Roland Barthes described as the 
                                                 
4 Fyfe and Law 1988, 1 
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emotive effect of images. This invitation couldn’t possibly be in support of this kind of display, 
could it? I discovered that the post was inviting people to come wear blackface and portray the “El 
Son Negro” characters typical of carnival in another Colombian coastal city, Barranquilla.  
 The parade in the neighborhood of Los Calamares in Cartagena was touted as the “popular” 
one, by and for “the people.” This was in contrast to the larger parade, long considered 
exclusionary, to be held in the coming weeks by the local government. I went to Calamares with a 
girl I knew from New Zealand living in Cartagena, Maggie. We spent more than thirty minutes on 
the back of a public bus, unsure of exactly where we were going, but in typical costeño fashion 
[those from the Atlantic/Caribbean coast of Colombia], people were helpful. We met the group 
who had sent out the invitation, a group that included Afro-descendants from Cartagena and whites 
from Spain and Argentina. They all appeared to be wearing something selected to be in the spirit 
of the parade, which I was still trying to ascertain what actually was. One of the white women in 
the group sported a large afro wig. The Spaniard with long dreadlocks wore an even larger afro 
wig to complete her Negrita Puloy costume. An Afro-Indigenous young man from Cartagena 
carried a caveman-like drum and wore a matted afro wig, with his face partially painted with a few 
brushes of black paint on his cheeks. There was quite a lot of caveman paraphernalia in Calamares 
that day, all very Flinstonesque. Literally primitive.  
Eventually Maggie and I joined the parade as the masses of people passed through the 
streets. There were lots of afro wigs and a number of groups performing a variety of traditional 
dances in costumes that did not appear at all disrespectful, dehumanizing or in the vein of 
caricaturizing, and thankfully, no one was in blackface. People wildly sprayed foam on friends and 
total strangers. They threw powder on people and other things that were considered part of a 
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growing tradition. Maggie and I eventually got back on another brightly colored bus and headed 
back to the neighborhood we called home, Getsemaní. 
I left with more questions than answers about what I had seen. How was this blackface 
practice that so many of us in the United States abhorred, alive and celebrated in this space 
comprised primarily of visibly Afro-descendants? How could I avoid making the egregious 
mistakes described by Chude-Sokei (2006) of “mistranslating critique into travesty, difference into 
error, signifyin(g) into noise” (90)? But if the use of blackface in the case of Colombia was in fact 
another vestige of white supremacy, which has known no geographic boundaries, and serves as an 
expression of the devaluation of those of African descent, how could I not approach the practice 
critically? And how could I move beyond my own personal aversion to understand how others 
from within this milieu interpreted complicated visual depictions of blackness? More pointedly, in 
this chapter I ask the following:  
 How can visual representation as a cultural practice reproduce social difference? 
 How do people across social positions, within the same local context, mobilize different 
criteria to evaluate the legitimacy of significations of Afro-descent portrayed during 
festivals? 
 How do the cultural processes of evaluation and legitimation help to create and maintain 
inequality between categorically bound groups?   
 
In this chapter, I explore how people evaluate representations of racialized gender, class 
and ethnicity displayed during ritualistic cultural events. I seek to explain why local residents view 
the same imagery as both recognition and misrecognition. I take a relational approach, focusing 
primarily on the transactions that explain how people across social positions evaluate the 
legitimacy of intersectional polysemic significations. I find that at the micro-level people decode 
images of meso-level cultural institutions by deploying various referential scripts to evaluate the 
representations. That is, in evaluating the representations interpretants call upon pre-existing, yet 
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dynamic, knowledge or experience such that their evaluations are based upon a comparison 
between these understandings and the images in question.  
Respondents marshal both proximal and distal points of reference roughly based upon three 
primary schemas: (1) Personal- how people conceive of themselves in relationship to the 
representations, (2) Spatiotemporal- the historical narratives to which people relate the 
representations’ provenance, often tied to understandings of the institution of slavery and 
racialized notions of space and place, and 3) Ideological- an adherence to the dominant Latin 
American racial ideology and pre-existing racial scripts, or available counter narratives about 
blackness. 
I find that those who see the representations as positive recognition (given validation, 
legitimacy, value) largely assess the representations based upon: (1) a history of almost complete 
nonrecognition (invisibility) of those of Afro-descent in the public sphere in the region, which can 
relate to self-identification, and/or (2) through the activation of historical narratives and tradition 
as justifications. Those who see the representations as misrecognition (maligned or disparaged 
stereotypes) typically: (1) have been exposed to the legal fight for recognition and the politics of 
blackness in Colombia and/or discourses around the struggles for recognition and civil rights 
outside of the Latin American context or, (2) activate an alternative history to the one being 
connoted by the iconography. The sense of misrecognition can also be influenced by self-
identification, although this was not frequently articulated in interviews.   
 
Visual Culture and the Sociology of Valuation and Evaluation  
Theoretically, I draw upon the sociology of valuation and evaluation and the study of visual 
culture to illuminate the processes by which the social object, representations of groups, is 
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perceived as legitimate. Scholars like Georg Simmel, Roland Barthes, and Pierre Bourdieu have 
asserted that evaluation is a social and cultural process since “establishing value in a relational (or 
indexical) process involve[s] distinguishing and comparing entities” (Lamont, 2012). I explore 
such a process by examining the ways in which people in qualitatively different positions within 
the same cultural field determine the legitimacy of representations by deploying frameworks based 
upon referential scripts. I therefore also follow in the work of Charles Tilly (2008) by 
demonstrating the relational underpinnings of reason giving.  
Unlike the majority of the sociological scholarship on evaluation, I focus not on formalized 
evaluation processes based around a formal evaluator using specified conventions and rubrics, but 
the less institutionalized evaluations of everyday people. I focus on individuals embedded in an 
environment with experiences and ideologies that shape how they assess something as valuable 
and legitimate. In doing so I show how the micro-level understandings of the culture of ordinary 
people feed into the construction and maintenance of group boundaries.  
According to Lamont (2012), “Legitimation/consecration refers to recognition by oneself 
and others of the value of an entity (whether a person, an action, or a situation)” (21.6). In 
demonstrating how people legitimate representations of race, ethnicity, gender and class I further 
an understanding of the ways the cultural processes of evaluation and legitimation are intertwined 
with valuation processes and related to two crucial elements of inequality: the distribution of non-
material resources and recognition. Broadly, I further an understanding of the ways cultural 
processes are related to the creation, maintenance and contestation of inequality between various 
socially constructed categories.  
The centrality of people’s assessments of visual representations in this study also addresses 
the ways visuality “reproduces specific visions of social difference- of hierarchies of class, race, 
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gender, sexuality and so on- while itself claiming to not be part of that hierarchy and thus to be 
universal” (Rose, 2012, p.9). I synthesize Roland Barthes (1957) approach to the studies of signs 
and culturalist and post-structuralist Stuart Hall’s (1992) work exploring how racism is articulated 
through symbolic boundaries and how representations are historically, culturally and politically 
constituted, in order to provide a basic semiotic analysis of representations of blackness. I do so at 
the denotative level, attempting to be as objective as possible, in order to assess the representational 
meaning of each figure. I also decode the symbolic meanings of the Black iconography at the 
connotative level through a sociological analysis of the boundaries and classification systems 
articulated by scholars and local residents around the definitions of blackness and its attributes. 
While there is a growing body of work on racial impersonation in Latin America (e.g. see 
Lane, 2005; Rivero, 2004) what is often missing is the systematic collection of readings and 
interpretations of these productions from the perspective of everyday people. I empirically 
contribute to work on intersectionality in Latin America, especially as it relates to race and gender 
constructions, by revealing insights on the perceptions of non-elite people of color and by 




Through the Lens of the Festival 
I watched four different independence parades in Cartagena, Bolivár, Colombia in 
November 2013 and attended carnival in Barranquilla, Bolívar, Colombia the following March. 
As Gutiérrez and Cunin (2006) note, festivals and carnivals reveal complex social, cultural and 
political processes. Popular Latin American carnival celebrations in places like Brazil, Uruguay 
and Colombia are highly eroticized and racialized. What transpires during them reveal the ways 
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race, gender, class and sexuality are understood within these societies. By exploring what emerges 
from the particular ritual of the festival we can see what people are attempting to become, to escape 
from, to embrace, and to reject, resulting in greater insight into the complex construction of identity 
and social hierarchies.  
Carnival grew in Barranquilla and Cartagena when it was eliminated in the capital city of 
Bogotá. It transformed and is now associated strictly with the Colombian Atlantic coast, which has 
long been thought of as a place with an exotic mix of cultures and a playground for those from 
other parts of the country. But even along the coast distinctions are made between Cartagena and 
Barranquilla.  Barranquilla is the fourth largest city by population in Colombia, with Cartagena 
ranking fifth. It is about three hours from Cartagena on the Atlantic/Caribbean coast. There has 
historically been a competition between the two cities as they have had different degrees and types 
of economic development. They also have a visibly different racial composition. Although 
Barranquilla is clearly brimming with Afro-descendants, it is thought to have a population that is 
more heavily mixed with Europeans and Arabs than Cartagena’s. Understanding this relationship 
is key when considering how particular representations of blackness have translated from carnival 
in Barranquilla to independence festivals in Cartagena. 
Scholars such as Mikhail Bakhtin have theorized about the use of carnival festivals as a 
way for people to transgress social norms. While others, such as Umberto Eco, have countered this 
by saying that the elite classes have historically used carnivals to calm the masses and redirect 
their energy and attention. Given the social and political processes which carnival and other 
festivals are believed to reveal, we can understand how people define and perceive blackness in 
Colombia, particularly on the Caribbean coast, through the lens of festivals. Carnival participants 
are believed to have to present themselves as detached from everyday temporality, to create the 
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illusion of escape (Gutiérrez and Cunin 2006). Considering how common it is for people to 
costume themselves in things associated with Afro-descendants during the festivals, one must ask 
why blackness is considered an escape for so many within this context. Is it an escape from 
respectability? Adhering to the sanctioned norms of “descent” behavior?  
 
The Iconography and its Roots 
Stuart Hall (1996) notes “representation is possible only because enunciation is always 
produced within codes which have a history, a position within the discursive formations of a 
particular space and time” (445). In order to properly dissect these codes we therefore must explore 
both its provenance and the social work accomplished by the visualizations (Fyfe and Law, 1988).  
A closer look at the three popular representations of blackness during Colombian Atlantic coastal 
festivals, Negrita Puloy, Las Palenqueros, and El Son de Negro, and their provenances, whether 
established or simply assumed, reveals how phenotypic variations associated with blackness are 
imputed to particular comportment, and the subsequent cultural violence which results from this 
imputation.  
The categorization of social types is based upon the typification of cultural and 
physiognomic attributes (Van Leeuwen and Jewitt 2000, p. 95). In Colombia, a Latin American 
racial ideology highly predicated on white supremacy engenders these physiognomic stereotypes. 
What becomes particularly apparent through an assessment of the cultural practice of visual 
representation in the context of the Colombian Atlantic Coast is the extent to which the 
visualizations are born out of and reproduce typifications systems specifically around both race 
and gender. Gilroy (1993) notes that broadly in the Black Atlantic diaspora “racial sameness [is 
experienced] through particular definitions of gender and sexuality” (85). Wade (2000) argues that 
on the Colombian Atlantic Coast “racial identification is always a deeply gendered process” (18). 
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Therefore, understanding the ways race and gender are mutually constituted through the relational 
process of representation is essential to a full comprehension of the role such representation plays 
in the reproduction of social difference.  
Negrita Puloy and the hypersexualized Black woman. Isabel Muñoz’s inspiration for 
Negrita Puloy was a character used to market a Venezuelan detergent, “Puloy”. She created the 
Negrita [little Black woman] Puloy costume initially for her family and women from their 
Montecristo neighborhood of Barranquilla, Colombia for the Barranquilla carnival parades in 1970. 
It has since been incorporated into Cartagena’s independence celebrations. Those in character 
adorn themselves in a red and white polka dot dress and Afro wig, often tied with a matching red 
and white polka dot scarf and at times performers wear a black body suit to represent “black skin”. 
Some carry fans or umbrellas (Figs. 3.1 and 3.2; Additional photographs in Appendices A and B). 


























The directions for those who wish to perform in this costume reveal much about the 
associations between Black women, particular appearances and behaviors. The Negrita Puloy 
imagery provides you with the illusion of the happy servant, content with her lot in life to serve, 
and who blows kisses at people in a hypersexual manner that is thought to represent the Black 
woman. One website advises how to dress in the Negrita Puloy costume and says: “The most 
important accessories of the Negritas are your charisma, tastiness/flavor, enthusiasm and 
happiness... Throwing kisses to the audience is something very typical of the Negritas.” 5 Another 
site discusses “…the characteristic steps: the kiss, umbrella and thong. The members of Negrita 
Puloy danced with everyone who wanted to learn to be like them and explained that to be a Negrita 











Fig. 3.2 Negritas Puloy 7 




7 Mujeres disfrazadas de Negritas Puloy en Barranquilla, Colombia. Joaquín Sarmiento/ Archivo FNPI 
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Characters such as Negrita Puloy should be assessed within the broader context in which 
they are situated. The carnival characters are part of a continuum involving a relatively consistent 
stereotyping of Black women throughout the Americas.  As Ewen and Ewen (2006) discuss in 
reference to the United States, “amid the spectacles of minstrelsy, certain recognizable stock 
characters began to emerge, generating a standardized racist culture across the breadth of the 
continent” (333). Two of the most pervasive archetypal characters depicting women of African 
descent in the United States have been the “Mammy” and the “Jezebel.” The “Mammy” figure is 
characterized by the physically large and overweight woman with facial features, kinky hair and 
darker skin associated with those from the African continent. She is an asexual subservient being 
whose life revolves around tending to the needs of whites. The “Jezebel” represents the 
hypersexualized, seductive, amoral and promiscuous woman who is often lighter in skin 
complexion, with less African facial features, and straighter hair that uses her sexual prowess to 
exploit men. Both of these stereotypical characters emerged in the South during slavery (West, 
1995). 
 Latin American versions of these archetypes are often blended versions of the US 
constructions. The three photos below are all product advertisements I encountered while traveling 
in Colombia, South America. I provide a brief denotative and connotative analysis of the 
iconography in order to identify the conventional codes and meanings associated with them. We 
see how their repetitive and pervasive nature has the ability to normalize the images and what they 
represent.  




Fig. 3.3: “La Negrita Rhum” advertisement in 
Cartagena airport 
 
Drawing of barefoot dark-skinned woman of African 
descent slightly bent over, presenting a bottle of “La 
Negrita Rhum.” Figure is wearing bright red lipstick, 
large hoop earrings, beaded hair and headscarf to 











Fig. 3.4: “Mi Cañita” 
Younger red-brown-skinned female cartoon character 
of African descent peering through what appears to be 
sugar cane eating ice cream. The text translated from 
Spanish to English reads either as “My little sugar 
cane/My little cup of beer made of cream, fruit and 
sugar…Mami!!” Character is wearing bright red 
lipstick, large hoop earrings, beaded hair and headscarf 










Fig. 3.5: “Beso de Negra” 
Nestle chocolate covered ice cream with 
text that says “Beso de Negra,” which 
translates from Spanish as “Kiss of a 
Black Woman”. Brown-skinned female 
cartoon character of African descent 
wearing strapless top, exposing cleavage 
and large breasts. Character is wearing 
bright red lipstick, large hoop earrings 




At the connotative level, these three advertisements represent the pictorial material of myth. 
Figure 3.3 presents the “Mammy” archetype. The product is called “La Negrita Rhum” which 
means “Little Black Woman Rum.” The woman featured is of African descent, darker-skinned and 
reflects a sense of subservience and domesticity. She is slightly bent over and smiling, suggesting 
she is pleased with her role in this position. What distinguishes her from the typical Mammy 
archetype is that here she is sexualized. Her stance, the fact that her blouse is somewhat open, 
revealing flesh, and her bare feet suggest a domestic worker who could also serve in a sexual 
capacity for the person she is serving.  
The combination of text and image in Figure 3.4 suggest the “Jezebel” archetype, even 
though the drawing appears to be of a young girl. The name of the product “Mi Cañita” can mean 
“little sugar cane” or something to the effect of “little cup of beer or wine,” which suggests 
intoxication. This small girl of African descent is almost sweetly intoxicating. The use of “Mami!!” 
at the end of the tagline is common in Latin@ culture and does not typically refer to a mother, but 
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is often a sexualized way to refer to a woman. It reflects the trope of the “spicy Latina.” The way 
she is peering through what appears to be sugar cane suggests a sort of jungle-like quality, typical 
of stereotypes of women of African-descent. The manner in which the ice cream is near the figure’s 
open mouth could also be seen as phallic.  
The combination of text and image in Figure 3.5 also suggest the “Jezebel” archetype, but 
far more blatantly. The name of the product alone reflects the hypersexualization of the woman of 
African descent. In order to attract consumers, this chocolate product has been dubbed “Kiss of a 
Black Woman.” The character’s lips are pursed. She is wearing a strapless top, exposing her 
cleavage and large breasts.  
The fact that all characters, including Negrita Puloy (Appendix A: Figs. A.1-7), are adorned 
in a similar fashion suggests that a stereotype exists of what women of African descent in Latin 
America typically wear. They are all wearing bright red lipstick, large earrings and a headscarf to 
match their attire. The red lipstick historically implies that the woman is a vamp. The headscarf 
could be similar to a kerchief, which suggests domesticity. The earrings could imply a certain 
degree of loudness. 
At the mythic level, when taken collectively, we see the repetition that Barthes suggests 
moves to both naturalize the myth and reveal the intentions of the creators of the myth through the 
commodification of Black womanhood. We see an assertion of Eurocentric aesthetic values and 
white male hegemony. We have borne witness to these types of images so often that they have 
been normalized, particularly in Latin America where the movement to protest against these kinds 
of tropes has not been as fervent as in the United States.  Artist Liliana Angulo mentioned this 
naturalization process when talking about yet another common character depicting Black 
womanhood and domesticity in Colombia. This one, Negra Nieves [Snow Black] is the creation 
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of a white cartoonist, Consuelo Lago, in Cali on Colombia’s Pacific Coast and has circulated 
widely in newspapers since 1970. The character “Negra Nieves” hails from Juanchito in Valle Del 
Cauca, Colombia and worked as a domestic worker until after growing outcries about the manner 
in which Afro-descendant women were depicted, was shifted to be a university student. Angulo, 
whose artistic work deconstructs the naturalized tropes about Black women in Colombia, shared 
the following: 
Those who demanded change lost because Nieves is considered part of the national 
culture. That is to say, Nieves is considered a very important character, Many Black 
people worship Nieves because they consider her innocuous in theory and 
furthermore consider her pretty. And because racism is so naturalized here, such 
representations seem ordinary and cool, especially to the Colombian elites. 
(Interview, 5/7/14, Translation of the author)  
 
Las Palenqueras, the happy servants. El Palenque de San Basilio is located 70km from 
Cartagena. It is one of the known maroon villages established in the Atlantic region by formerly 
enslaved people of African descent who rebelled against slavery between the 16th and 18th 
centuries (Moñino and Schwegler, 2002). Over the past few decades there has been a surge in the 
value of what is considered the “indigenous” ways of life of those from Palenque, as what are 
considered cultural and physical differences have become integrated into the economies of tourism 
of Colombia, and in particular Cartagena. UNESCO proclaimed “The Cultural Space of Palenque 
de San Basilio” as Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2005 because it “encompasses social, medical 
and religious practices as well as musical and oral traditions, many of which have African roots.” 
One of the cultural elements particularly influential in engendering this designation is the language 
of Palenquero, “the only creole language in the Americas comprising a lexical Spanish basis with 
morpho-syntactic characteristics of African (Bantu) native languages” (UNESCO). UNESCO 
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notes, “Outside Palenque, its inhabitants are commonly subjected to racial discrimination and 
ethnic stereotyping leading to a denial of their cultural values.” 
Women from Palenque, Las Palenqueras, have become iconic cultural symbols used in 
Cartagena’s tourism marketing. In the Saint Pedro Claver Museum a “Map of Sites in Cartagena 
de Indias” shows the primary monuments within the city. Out of twelve sites (eleven of which 
feature human beings), the “Palenquera” statue is one of only two statues of someone of African 
descent (the other is of a slave accompanying Saint Pedro Claver titled, “Saint Pedro and Slave”). 
Throughout Cartagena’s historic center actual Palenqueras can be seen adorned in brightly colored 
outfits while selling sweet treats called “alegria” [Spanish for happiness] atop their heads 
employing head portage. The image of the Palenquera selling food fits properly within a 
Colombian milieu pushing for a plural society while perpetuating the stereotype of folklorized 
Black women. Social work scholar, Claudia Mosquera Rosero-Labbé (2011) writes that the 
reduction of Black culture to gastronomy is a key element in the creation of intercultural relations 
necessary for a multiethnic and multicultural nation (613). 
The costumes that have become symbols of Cartagena, while said to be authentic Palenque 
attire, are not actually worn in Palenque, nor on the beaches of Cartagena by the Palenqueras who 
are there selling food, coconut oils and braiding hair, like so many other women of African descent 
in tourist spaces. Figure 3.6 depicts a Palenquera in El Palenque de San Basilio. Figures 3.7 and 
3.8 are of Palenque women working in the historic center of Cartagena in what has become the 
















Fig. 3.6: Palenque 
woman with tourist in 





















Fig 3.7: Woman from Palenque in Palenque de 







                                                 




Fig. 3.8: Palenque women in historic center of Cartagena9 
During the Cartagena Independence Festivals in November, women and girls can be found 
dressed in the costumes that Palenqueras wear at hotels and in the historic center as shown above. 
However, in addition to the head wraps, colorful dresses, which are often bright red, green and 
yellow to represent Cartagena, and metal tins filled with alegria atop their heads, those who are 
supposed to be Palenqueras enhance their costumes with one thing that the Palenqueras who are 
wearing Cartagena-constructed costumes do not. Those in festivals paint their faces in a mixture 
of oil and black charcoal to perform in blackface (See Appendix B: Figures B.2, B.3 and B.4).  
El Son de Negro, “African violence” and buffoonery. “El Son de Negro,” a folkloric 
dance from the Canal del Dique region in the Bolívar department on Colombia’s Atlantic Coast, 
was introduced to the Barranquilla carnival in 1996 by teacher and researcher, Manuel Antonio 
Herrera Perez. Perez writes from an ethno-musical perspective and appears to be one of the only 




people to have written extensively about the dance form and its accompanying rhythms, which he 
suggests were part of a ritual by farmers and fisherman in the Canal del Dique region (e.g. see 
Perez, 2006; Perez, 1996). He frequently attributes the performance and its elements to a very 
broad continental “Africanness”. For example, citing Colombian sociologist, Fals Borda, Perez 
states that, “Like all black traditional dances, this black dance that accompanies the traditional 
black rhythm of Santa Lucia, is a derivation of black African cultures; because of the racial 
decomposition the black man suffered when he stepped on American soil, the dance takes on a 
character of social, political, geographical and cultural formation” (1996, p. 31) and is “very 
characteristic of the traditional black African,” (1996, p. 32). Examples of the significant 
essentializing of blackness as naturally rhythmic within these works include statements such as, 
“We should not ignore that the black element, showing its racial origin with rhythmic power...” 
and “The story places the black element as the maximum source of creative power of rhythms and 
all the cultural prowess…” (1996, p. 7). 
The performers’ attire is said to originate from the clothing typical of the fisherman and 
farmers from the Canal del Dique region, who danced around campfires, imitating the movements 
of certain animals (Appendix A: Figs. A8-10). The key elements include a red flag carried by a 
dancer or the coordinator of the dance, which is said to represent patriotism and freedom, and a 
weapon, such as a machete or club, which is part of a war dance of strength and leadership (Perez, 
2013, p. 7). The dancers originally smeared their bodies with fish butter but began using a mixture 
of the pulp of a calabash, soot and pan honey to avoid smelling offensive and to present “the look 
of the savage black maroon of yore” (Perez, 2006, p. 8). In a 2013 El Heraldo news article (Polo, 
2013) about El Son de Negro, the dance is described as follows (translation): 
Men are painted jet black, wearing their machetes, their fisherman pants, necklaces 
and head covered by a big hat decorated with colored paper, while the women shake 
73 
 
their skirts and peasant blouses, flirting, showing colorful necklaces, earrings and a 
flower which crowns her bun, under the stifling midday heat wave. This shows us 
a small sample of this old ritual dance, song and relief. 
 
A website dedicated to the Barranquilla carnival described the dance as follows (translation): 
The men wear bare torso, a peasant hat adorned with brightly colored flowers, 
which was used for sun protection, fisherman or mop pants rolled up to mid-calf, 
and shoes typical of the farmers [abarca trespunta]. Women wear long skirts and 
colorful blouses, basin style. The dancers paint their bodies with black paint, which 
represents and reaffirms the black color of the dance, and the mouth and tongue are 
highlighted with red dye. The movements of the dance are strong and fast, 
resembling seizures. The men have rigid expressions and squat to simulate planting 
activities, while women with strong and flirtatious movements shake their hips to 
the branch of Tamarindo.10 
Figure 3.9: El Son de Negro11 
                                                 
10 www.carnavalesbarranquilla.com/2010/10/el-son-de-negro.html  






There appears to be no significant historical, anthropological or sociological account of the 
blackface practice that is now such an integral part of the performance, making its provenance 
somewhat unclear. Because there are no exact dates for when this form of blackface emerged it is 
difficult to discern whether there is a connection between the blackface practice on the Colombian 
coast and the United States blackface minstrel show which Catherine Cole (2012) describes as 
arguably the most widely disseminated and commercially successful entertainment form of the 
19th century. Cole explores how blackface minstrelsy has been translated internationally and 
reminds us that blackface around the world typically has colonization as a common factor in their 
existence and dissemination, although we must explore “the particular, idiosyncratic, and local” 
theatre of difference within each local context (239).  To what extent is blackface in Colombia a 
survival of authentic culture and to what extent is it a global import which has been adapted ever 
so slightly to suit the Colombian context?  
While communication with artists, musicologists, ethnomusicologists, and Latin American 
historians has yet to provide a definitive historiography of the blackface practice, it has uncovered 
a number of beliefs about its potential origin and the evolution of the practice. Bogotá-based artist, 
Liliana Angulo, offered the following perspective: 
I was recently researching the origins of El Son de Negro and was told that it is a 
practice of resistance, used during the festivities. People painted themselves and 
painted others. They danced with their bodies painted with a mixture of plants and 
coal dust and various other things. But definitely yes, it has changed over time. 
What the dancers and people who practice this tradition say is that it was originally 
a way to mock. Besides the dance practice, El Son de Negro has several elements. 
They must speak in a kind of dialect, jargon that is incomprehensible. That is to say, 
it is not Spanish and it is part of a joke, something that only they understand. There 
is a part which can be seen as codified and is a secret for the group of which they 
are part.  
 
This form of faux speech has a very analogous counterpart in United States minstrelsy. Scholars 
Ewen and Ewen (2006) note that within US blackface minstrelsy this sort of unintelligible jargon 
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was a “signpost of inferiority” (330) and that the “ersatz-slang- the invention of white writers- 
fostered the dissemination of a malleable, instrumental, and defamatory version of black culture 
that would appeal to the prejudices of white audiences” (331). However, Angulo speaking on the 
blackface practice continues by saying: 
I do not think that originally it had anything to do with America or with the 
blackface that way. Maybe over the years, with time and the influence of many 
things you have ended up with this, but I do not think its origin is the same. 
(Interview, 5/7/14, Translation of the author)  
 
Other scholars have said that they were unclear about the origin of the blackface practice 
but believed that El Son de Negro as a dance emerged in the cabildos12 and maroon communities 
(palenques) during the early years of carnival. Another scholar, ethnomusicologist, Javier León  
wondered whether blackface was something that started back during the early film period in 
Colombia, or whether it was, “something that started more recently, perhaps as people with 
memory of those images decided to repurpose them to respond to more recent emerging discourses 
about blackness in the region,” (Email communication, 8/10/15).  David Lara Ramos, lawyer and 
musical producer from Barranquilla, Colombia, discussed the color-based caste system resulting 
from colonization and slavery on the Colombian Atlantic coast and suggested that: 
The dye is not a phenomenon of ornamentation. It’s an expression of a 
melodramatic aspect of the nation to which they belonged…In the world of carnival, 
because the carnival of Barranquilla was the carnival of Cartagena, nobody wants 
to be what they are. In the world of carnival everyone wants to be another and 
another involves importing a voice, tinting the skin. It means to change your sex 
because carnival is about mockery. It is the orderly disorder that mocks the 
establishment… The dye in the festive world of black music was not a decoration 
but a way of saying "I am now blacker than this person who is over here dancing 
and talking,” (Interview, 3/17/14, Translation of the author).  
 
Javier León, offered the following perspective on the practice: 
                                                 
12 The Cabildo is a Spanish medieval tradition that later became one of the colonies, in which the crown 
permitted a community to have a self-elected representative to support the governance of a municipality. 
Originally for landowners, the crown adapted this tradition to include indigenous and Black populations 
in its colonies. 
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It might be a bit heavy handed to assume that these representations of “negritos” 
performed the same type of cultural work of reinforcing particular social boundaries 
along racial lines in the way that minstrelsy did in the United States.  However, that 
doesn’t mean that I buy the further suggestion that things like minstrelsy/racism did 
not exist in Latin America.  They clearly did (and still do), even if it was often 
articulated in different, less recognizable, ways than those on the United States (for 
example, using a discourse about decency and differences is social class as masks 
or coded ways of talking about race without having to actually name race). 
Furthermore, I think that if one looks at the iconography, that it is fairly clear that 
people in Latin America at some point became aware of the use of blackface in the 
United States…probably through it having been featured in film well into the 1950s 
and then emulated by Latin American filmmakers—for example all those 
cabaretera films from Mexico that often had singers in blackface. (Email 
communication, 7/28/15).  
 
With a basic understanding of the iconography and provenance of Negrita Puloy, Las 
Palenqueras, and El Son de Negro from the perspective of scholars, we move now to how everyday 
people in Cartagena understand and evaluate the images as a form or recognition or misrecognition. 
Through this we see the discursive product of the institutionalization of significations and norms. 
 
Referential Scripts Used to Understand the Iconography 
The responses of residents of Cartagena to a series of questions about the origins, meanings 
and personal sentiments related to depictions of Afro-descent portrayed during festivals reveal 
how such racialized, ethnicized, gendered, and classed representations are understood by everyday 
people. Each representation is based upon a historically constituted code, and how people evaluate 
the codes and representational practices reveals the relational nature of evaluation and how the 
boundaries of race, ethnicity, gender and class categories are constructed and reinforced. In order 
to evaluate the iconography and its connotative meanings, interpretants call upon familiar frames 
of reference based upon three, often overlapping, schemas:  
(1) Personal- how people conceive of themselves in relationship to the representations, 
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(2) Spatiotemporal- the historical narratives to which people relate the representations’ 
provenance, often tied to understandings of the institution of slavery and racialized notions 
of space and place, and 
(3) Ideological- an adherence to the dominant Latin American racial ideology and pre-
existing racial scripts, or available counter narratives about Blackness.  
 
Personal Schema 
 One of the criteria respondents employed to evaluate the images was based upon a personal 
connection to racial identification and place, the two often operating simultaneously. In some 
instances this personal connection generated a sense of positive recognition. For example, a 51-
year-old media professional relatively new to the neighborhood of Getsemaní, Amelia, when 
responding to whether she liked the Negrita Puloy image (Appendix B: Fig. B.1) said, “Yes, of 
course. It’s spectacular, beautiful. It represents our idiosyncrasies.” When asked about the 
significance of the Palenquera photos (Appendix B: Figs. B.2 and B.3) she said, “…There was this 
region [Palenque] and they have their own language. The Palenquera represents our Black woman, 
our African woman.” I asked Amelia a series of questions about whom the collection of 
photographs represented.  
(Do you think that the images represent Cartagena? Why?) Yes, of course, because 
of the issue of African descent. We are of African descent regardless of what color 
we have. (Do you think that the images represent the neighborhood of Getsemaní?) 
Why?) Sure, because it's just like us. Because we represent the culture, and African 
descent is represented a lot here in Getsemaní. (Do you feel personally represented 
in these images? Why?) Yes, right. 100% costeña [woman from Colombia’s 
Atlantic Coast]. 
 
When asked why the El Son de Negro performers were in blackface (Appendix B: Fig. 




To represent their roots, their ideology, as they previously were. Because we were 
slaves and were saved. We came here to Cartagena and this is why they are 
representing themselves with the paint. 
 
Within the sentence she shifts from a discussion of “them” to one of “we” and sees the blackface 
as a connection to a history of blackness and slavery in Cartagena with which she identifies.  
Nicolás, 50 years old and active in the local neighborhood association, responded with the 
following when asked why those performing El Son de Negro in blackface were making the 
exaggerated facial expressions captured in the photograph (Appendix B: Fig. B.5):  
Yes, it’s that I have been seeing all these gestures year after year. It’s showing 
something very representative of our culture, that is, to make fun, to be jocular in 
the way that I’m representing… 
 
When asked whether the collection of photographs represented Getsemaní, Nicolás said:  
Previously, when we had more of the original population [raizales] we performed 
these activities a lot. But now? Now there are no longer as many raizales. There 
are only a few of us so you no longer see this activity as such. But I tell you that 
about 15 years ago this was very fundamental to the neighborhood. Many people 
painted their bodies black… to be involved in the specific activities they did within 
the neighborhood on November 11th. People did very cool stuff, all these people 
who painted themselves black. Not being black all over their skin, their skin not 
being black black, they painted it with coal, with paint, with things, they painted 
the skin more to take part in the activities of the time, which is in November, to be 
more representative, to beproud of all these Blacks who did many things for us. 
 
When asked whether Linda, a 52-year-old street vendor from Getsemaní, would allow her 
daughters to paint themselves all black and whether she would also engage in the practice, she 
responded, “Of course, because I also come from Blacks (negros). My grandmother was black, 
black, black [emphasis hers] almost a little blue, with nappy/tightly curled hair (pelo rucho)… 
And sure, I can also do it because for us it is a proud thing to be black.” The manner in which 
Linda discusses her willingness to wear blackface suggests that a rejection of the images is akin to 
a rejection of blackness.  
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While some identified with the images and representational practices due to a connection 
with what they saw as the “blackness” expressed within them, others, like a 52-year-old hostel 
owner from Getsemaní, when asked whether she felt personally represented by the images said, 




Interviewees often evaluated the representations based upon whether they were depicting 
something considered authentic. There was a strong spatiotemporal element to this authenticity, 
i.e. whether they were part of a time honored tradition or a relatively new one and whether these 
traditions were considered local to the interviewee. Authenticity was also closely tied to people’s 
understandings of the institution of slavery and its place in local history. For example, an 18-year-
old student and lifelong resident of Cartagena, relatively new to Getsemaní, when asked whether 
she would dress in a manner similar to those depicting Palenqueras (Appendix B: Figs. B.2, B.3 
and B.4) responded with the following: 
Yes, because this is a Colombian tradition (Why are they painting their bodies in 
black paint?) I think they are representing slavery, slaves. (What do you think of 
this?) I feel good because the tradition has not been lost. The slaves were very 
mistreated. (Do the photos represent Getsemaní?) Yes, it's about the slaves who 
lived in the Getsemaní neighborhood. (Do the photos represent you?) Yes, of course.  
 
In this instance concerns over nonrecognition of the historical significance of slavery is connected 
to a perception of the images as positive recognition. Interesting to note is that when asked about 
her racial or ethnic identity the respondent appeared confused by the question, initially responding 
with “good” and eventually saying, “mestiza” [mixed, typically European and Indigenous]. A 52-
year-old artist and significant informant in the project, Franco, shared the following in response to 
why he believed people painted their bodies in all black in the images: 
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I would say it is tradition. The tradition comes from a legacy. The indigenous 
people also did something in one way or another for war, for certain rites. In a way 
they also painted. I believe that Africans also, practically black, also did something 
similar. I don’t know. (So you think Africans paint themselves like this?) I’m not 
sure. But as I said, I think it comes from tradition. 
 
As discussed previously in the sections on the iconography, the blackface practice’s provenance is 
uncertain for many. Considering it as a comparable activity or even a holdover from African and 
Indigenous cultural traditions anchors it to a recognizable existing history giving it legitimacy.   
Twenty-eight-year-old, long-term resident of Getsemaní, Julio, shared the following when 
asked whether he liked what he saw in the photographs: 
Well, that depends on what projection you have. If it is for tradition it seems fine 
to me. It’s showing what things were previously [anteriormente]… (Do you think 
this is how Blacks are? Is this an accurate representation?) Previously? (Previously, 
now, whichever.) No, but it’s that now this doesn’t exist. (Then before.) Previously, 
yes, because I have read and have seen, yes, right. Things were worse, stronger. 
There was violence. I remember that the slaves had iron balls… You can ‘yes, 
slavery still exists,’ but not like before. I think, from what I read, before it was 
totally different, totally. (Could you explain why you think the men paint their 
bodies with black paint?) But currently? Because they are old beliefs, ancient 
beliefs. Again, I repeat, the traditional…It’s also that those men work very hard, 
work very hard and work mostly with mines, with coal. I don’t know if it can be 
coal too, with mines and so they were very hard workers. They were like some 
human animals who spoke and that’s why you see those situations as well. But 
everything evolves and things have changed… (Do you think that the images 
represent Cartagena? Why?) In the old age yes, yes obviously. But now in the 
modern era this is already pure ancient history antiquity.  
 
In this instance the blackface practice has been associated with a history of slave labor in mines. 
Again, the notion that something is part of a tradition makes it an acceptable practice. We see this 
validation strongly related to associations with the past when again speaking to the street vender, 
Linda, about whether she liked the images. She said:  
Sure, sure. Because that dance group disclosed how it was before, or as my friend 
[interviewee Amelia] said, “previously” [anteriormente]. This is a city of Blacks 
and Indians, that is to say, the dancers bring the culture of what was here back in 
its original form. (Could you explain what this means? [Show Palenqueras photos 
(Appendix B: Figs. B.2 and B.3)]) They are showing how these Blacks dressed 
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before. They sell sweet alegria. They come here from Palenque. Palenque is a 
village where a few Blacks came…and brought with them their culture, dialect and 
all. They haven’t changed at all since that time. 
 
When evaluating the legitimacy of the images, some interviewees felt that the 
representations were illegitimate and symbols of misrecognition because they are not actually 
representative of the city of Cartagena. For example, Franklin, a 52-year-old local researcher and 
long-term Getsemanisense, when discussing the Negrita Puloy images stated, “I think Negrita 
Puloy is relevant more to Barranquilla carnival than the Cartagena November festivities…” 
However, at times what the point of reference was when considering something as local, and 
therefore legitimate, varied even within the same conversation. For example, a 28-year-old worker 
in the arts, Bibis, when discussing the Palenqueras photo (Appendix B: Fig. B.3) shared: 
This represents this region a little. It really represents mostly the Black region, the 
Palenqueros above all, always selling alegria, the people who are quite dark. (Do 
you like what you see?) Of course, it’s from our region. Is it not? 
 
Some called the legitimacy of the iconography into question because they believed what 
was depicted were reproductions of a contemporary government or corporate creation, as opposed 
to an authentic cultural artifact. For example, a number of people in casual conversation alleged 
that the Palenque costumes were created by the Hilton Cartagena Hotel as part of a marketing ploy. 
Franklin had a slightly different but ultimately tantamount hypothesis. He shared the following 
when discussing the photos:  
…I have not yet found an interpretation anywhere which makes me say, ‘There I 
am represented or there is my neighborhood and there are the people of Getsemaní. 
I still have not found that because there is [instead] an image, the image from the 
foreigner that the people of the Caribbean, that the Caribbean is bright. The 
Caribbean is happy. The Caribbean is colorful. Yes or no? And I think that is what 
is represented in almost everything. I've been around for some time and that is what 
is represented here. That is to say, the Palenquera was made by the PES [Social 
Emergency Plan] here on Palms Street [Calle de las Palmas]. The Palenquera is a 
foreign vision of the [real] Palenquera. In any case I do not see our Palenquera 
really. That is to say, I don’t see the Palenquera dressed in a white or black skirt, or 
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black blouse with little black flowers or any such stuff. The Palenquera that we see 
in the center with bright colors, this is the Palenquera that has been invented by 
these guys already. That is not our Palenquera. And what is most undignified for 
me is that people have to do these things out of necessity. Do you understand me? 
 
Franklin touches upon another basis for evaluating the images, the sort of tropes reproduced within 
them. He defines one example, a common trope about the colorful and happy people from the 
Caribbean, as emanating from “foreigners.” Scholars Castillo and Pardo (2009) used critical 
discourse analysis to assess Colombian textbooks and found that such tropes about Black and 
Indigenous people are frequently woven into the didactic texts:  
Perceptions of the coasts and the amazon are specified only by type of population 
- black and indigenous people- by poverty, violence, movement and by well-known 
stereotypes, such as the black people’s happiness or the indigenous people’s 
relationship with nature (140). 




Respondents also often evaluated the images by referencing pre-existing racial scripts and 
framing the visualizations as positive recognition by adhering to the dominant Latin American 
racial ideology. A primary component of the Latin American racial ideology is a belief in the 
supremacy of Europeans and their descendants, and as a result people often consciously or 
subconsciously naturalized difference and essentialized race, making people’s behavior a function 
of their racialized groupings, and attached what can be considered negative traits and 
characteristics to those racialized as Black or Afro-descendant. 
I first encountered men performing El Son de Negro, painted completely in black, replete 
with red lips, exaggerated gestures and jerking body movement during the parade to honor Black 
Cabildos in Getsemaní during the Cartagena Independence festivities. When I directly asked one 
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of these performers why he was contorting his face as he performed the dance in the streets he told 
me, “to represent African violence.”  I used the photographs from this encounter during later photo-
elicitation interviews with Getsemaní residents (see Appendix B, Fig. B.5). When asked why 
media professional Amelia thought the blackfaced El Son de Negro dancers were making their 
facial expressions, she said:  
Well, the gestures or expressions symbolize the parodies or expressions typical of 
that region [Canal del Dique]. They make many gestures there naturally, so they do 
them to exaggerate. (Do you think this is how Blacks are? Is this an accurate 
representation?) Yes, a representation of what they actually are because we 
costeños make many gestures, these gestures. (Could you explain why you think 
these men paint their bodies with black paint?) Because it represents the Black, the 
color of the race (This color?) Yes, they are always painted black like so. 
 
When asked whether Nicolás thought that the photos of the El Son de Negros dancers (Appendix 
B: Fig. B.5) reflected a true representation of Black people he responded: 
Yes, yes. I’ve really always seen when the Blacks do it and not only here in 
Cartagena, not only in Colombia. I’ve had the opportunity to see programs where 
they [the dancers] express all this culture with a series of dances. And this is all 
very romantic and suddenly there, for them, they may represent something in their 
culture they want to convey… 
 
Another central feature of the Latin American racial ideology is a belief in mestizaje [‘racial’ 
mixture]. Mestizaje holds that the nation is a heterogeneous melting pot of sorts and connotes a 
dual process of cultural hybridity and biological race mixture (Wade, 1993). While still placing a 
premium on whiteness, such that moving “up” the hierarchy means moving towards whiteness, 
this process submerges difference and attempts to generate the notion that what makes Latin 
Americans unique is the idea that everyone is mixed, in varying degrees, with Pre-Columbian 
Indigenous, Europeans and Africans.  
Scholar Javier Leon said that “when these representations involve ‘negritos’ or some other 
group that is coded as black, there can be a tendency for people to use blackface, especially if they 
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are not Afro-descendant themselves, or in some cases even if they are (Email communication, 
7/28/15). As a result of this notion of race mixture, for a number of respondents the idea that 
someone with a lighter complexion would paint themselves in black paint to represent someone 
who is darker brown appeared quite logical, and therefore this very distinct characteristic in the 
photos was deemed as unproblematic, often seen as a form of positive recognition. For example, 
Nicolás from the local community organization, when asked what was being presented in the 
Palenqueras photo (Appendix B: Figs. B.2) said:  
Well, it is a white girl, painting her face and then doing all of the activities of the 
Palenqueras. Then there’s what I'm also seeing in the picture. They create another 
expression of what really is. They paint the skin on the body of these girls and also 
their faces to represent the brown/black [moreno] class. 
 
Linda the vendor said that the girls painted their faces black because, “they [the Palenqueras] were 
black and these girls are a little white [blanquitas] so they paint their faces black.” When asked to 
explain why the El Son de Negro performers painted their bodies black Linda also said: 
Because Blacks before were black black, not like now black, where whites 
combined with them and mestizos emerged, lighter ones, taking out the black, the 
pure black. So here they are painted black to look blacker. 
 
It was common to hear blackness in Cartagena relegated to the epoch when slavery existed 
in Colombian (around 1580-1851), the period that predates when some consider significant ‘race 
mixing’ between those of African-, Indigenous- and European-descent began. This was evident in 
a number of examples in the previous section on the spatiotemporal schema. In addition, when I 
asked Nicolás about the use of black paint to represent people who have brown skin he responded 
with the following:  
It is black, correct. So I say to you, this is for the time of the festivities. The black 
[el negro], history tells us, was very crucial to all that happened in Colombia with 
colonization, with independence, with all these things. The black was always very 
important for all these activities, both in the fight, both in culture at dances, in the 
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revelry. So the black has always been very represented in all activities that occur 
today anywhere. 
 
A number of interviewees perceived the images as lacking legitimacy because they 
considered them to be distortions of reality, often describing them as stereotypes or caricatures. 
The images therefore deviated from their perceptions of blackness in ways that invalidated them. 
They rejected seemingly hegemonic racial ideology and its subsequent racial scripts, employing 
counter narratives about Blackness to evaluate the images, resulting in a sense of misrecognition. 
Every interviewee that found the images problematic had attended university and almost always 
had a great deal of contact with those abroad, either as a function of travel, work or self-edification. 
They were highly aware of the politics of recognition discussed which emerged from the Afro-
Colombian social movement discussed in Chapter 2 and the African-American civil rights 
movement in the United States. 
Cultural worker Bibis responded to the question about whether the photographs were 
accurate representations of Afro-descendants by saying: 
No. Noo, that is to say, I have always said it is a mistake to label people, to catalog 
black people by white, by costeño, by cachaco [a somewhat derogatory term for 
someone from in and around Bogotá]. But I suppose with these there is a common 
denominator of the black race, which is supposedly more fun, cheerful, more 
extroverted. But it is a cliché that people have. But people are individuals and that 
is how people must be seen. Therefore to associate this with the Blacks I think is 
outdated. (Is it an accurate representation?) It is a representation of what people 
understand and what these same Blacks often understand, so they are. But for me, 
I do not know, I cannot necessarily say that. 
  
When asked whether researcher Franklin believed the images represented Cartagena he states: 
 
To me it represents our African ethnicity, our identity, but as I said earlier, a false 
African identity because it is painted and therefore a bit exaggerated. But it still 
represents a festive spirit… but what I see in all my critical position it is a matter 
of copying from other similar events and bringing it here. And there's really no 
recovery of what they were or have been the celebrations of Cartagena, the 




A 33-year-old dancer from Cartagena, Raúl, shared the following: 
I do not remember very well, but I think it represents a type of woman,  likely a 
Black woman, voluptuous, afro hair, thick lips, but mostly voluptuous and certainly 
flirtatious. But if we also analyze it in cultural terms this would not be good at all. 
It’s not at all laudable. It is really a caricature of Blacks. In this case, of the Black 
woman. It is a stereotype of what it is to be a Black woman. 
 
He continues: 
Well the pictures you're showing me are all in a context of carnival. We might think 
that at carnival, as we know the mask is a possibility of insubordination. No? It is 
a possibility or a moment in which the people can speak, where you can hide your 
true face to insult. In the picture I see again now a White woman playing with the 
stereotype of what a Black woman is. This Black woman is a Palenquera so I guess 
she has a punch bowl and I imagine that is a Palenquera, the exaltedly red lips as I 
assume is the caricature of the Black, that is, of the Black woman.  
 
Raúl refers the potential insubordination portrayed during carnival and other festivals discussed 
by Bakhtin. When asked whether Raúl liked what he saw he said:  
No. (Why?) Because I think it is, even when these images represent a sustained 
practice through time, something we have lived with for a long time, it is a 
practice held in time and has been normalized. Such practices are a type of 
stereotyping or caricaturing of a subject, a Black subject. Yes, probably a slave or 
an escaped slave [cimarrón] or Palenquero, or a Chocoano [person from El 
Chocó]. 
 
When asked about the use of the black paint to represent people who have brown skin responded 
and Raúl responded with the following:  
… There is no conscious understanding…How do I say it? It’s a biopolitical 
expression of a kind of oppression because I do not think that it is a form of pride. 
I do not think it's a way to take pride entirely in what it is because it’s like a joke. 
Furthermore, it says that we Blacks are only this. It is very complicated. It’s too 




 In this chapter I have provided a semiotic analysis of representations of Afro-descent 
portrayed during festivals and in advertisements and demonstrated how people across social 
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positions, within the same local context, mobilize different criteria to evaluate the legitimacy of 
these significations. People employ three primary, often overlapping, schemas: personal, 
spatiotemporal and ideological, to evaluate the legitimacy of the significations of cultural events. 
Their dissections of the representations are highly relational and shaped by the contents’ 
relationship to existing points of comparison.  
 The festivities provide prime examples of what Hall (1997) calls “the spectacle of the other” 
and through an exploration of how people assess photographs of such events we can see how this 
otherness is constructed, since “evaluators often valorize the entity they are to assess as they justify 
to others their assessment” (Lamont 2012, p. 21.5). The cultural processes of evaluation and 
legitimation help to create and maintain inequality between categorically bounded groups through 
this valorization and assessment. While acceptance of the heavily gendered, ethnicized and classed 
racialization depicted within the photographs demonstrates the relationship between the structures 
and culture of inequality and the extent to which a racial hierarchy has been normalized. We also 
see that the favorable perception potentially stems from a history of nonrecognition and these 
figures being people’s only celebration of Blackness in the region. We are also presented with a 
critique that, even if primarily stemming from a particular artistic and highly educated class, does 
co-exist alongside the acceptance.  
 The pervasive nature of representation itself was patent within this exploration. The 
exploitation of existing symbols and the creation of new ones can have the effect of normalizing 
forms of oppression (Collins, 2008). Such symbols have the power to distort realities and provide 
the ideological justifications for racial hierarchies. It is often argued by those within Colombia that 
these visual representations have little to do with racist ideology. However, to suggest that displays 
such as the ones reflected upon here cannot have anything to do with racist beliefs ignores an 
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extensive history of race-based oppression and exploitation in Latin America broadly, and in 
Colombia specifically. Representations naturalize the positions of the Black subject as either unfit 
to be a part of political and economic progress of the nation or that they should be perpetually 





If These Walls Could Talk: Symbolic boundaries, community conflict 
and notions of progress  
 
Introduction 
“You’ve never heard the phrase, ‘small village, big hell’ [pueblo pequeño, infierno 
grande]?” a Getsemanisense, asked me. I was chatting with Franco about all of the drama and 
gossip that swirls around the barrio. I knew that he could relate to my concerns about being the 
latest big thing running through the chisme [gossip] channels because I had heard a number of 
disparaging things about his past from other Getsemanisenses. I was particularly concerned for 
myself because by living in a building beside the church, La Iglesia de la Santísima Trinidad, I 
basically lived in the center of all community action, “La Plaza.”  
La Plaza is a stage, the place to see and be seen. It is the center of life in this urban village.  
The church that anchors La Plaza was constructed in the mid-17th century after the bishop of 
Cartagena presented a petition to the king in Spain to build a temple in Getsemaní, arguing that 
the “popular” barrio’s inhabitants, by living outside of the walled city, were too far from the 
cathedral and the blessings of the Catholic Church. This church, with its four stairs leading to its 
massive green wooden door and yellow cemented walls, sits elevated, gazing slightly down upon 
the space which has been transformed significantly many times, physically and symbolically since 
its construction.  
La Plaza is where eyes are always watching, so every kind of performer now looking to 
earn money, or simply showcase her or his talent, goes there for an almost captive audience that 
sits around the open space: fire spitting jugglers, comedians, contortionists, hip-hop, cumbia and 
salsa dancers, the list goes on and on. One thing La Plaza is no longer ever short on is entertainment. 
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But I became enamored with La Plaza and Getsemaní in August of 2011, prior to the 
entertainment/foreigner boom in La Plaza. At that point La Plaza was primarily where Getsemaní 
residents converged to play chess, to sit around and eat an arepa [flatbread of maize or flour], 
drink a beverage, for the kids to run around making up games or playing soccer, a place to people 
watch, talk about passersby, share chisme.   
I was sitting with bottles of rum and Coke in front of the church with a friend from England, 
whom I’d met in my Spanish course in Getsemaní about three weeks earlier. We were actually 
somewhat out of place as foreigners at the time, even though I phenotypically looked in many 
ways like the barrio’s inhabitants. There was but a handful of non-Getsemanisenses in this space. 
We had passed through the plaza daily when leaving the language school, but this was not 
considered the spot to hang out at the time, even by Cartageneros [people from Cartagena], let 
alone those from abroad. Our time was primarily spent on Calle Media Luna [Half Moon Street] 
with other travelers. But when my friend invited me to hang with her in the plaza, being able to sit 
outside and drink alcohol publicly sounded like a fine idea to someone coming from the United 
States where it is generally not permitted.  
There wasn’t much of a breeze that night or any night since I’d arrived a few weeks earlier, 
and the heat and humidity were still oppressive even at 10 o’clock at night. Yet the Sunday of a 
long holiday weekend brought about an air of relaxation and joy to La Plaza.  A teenage boy who 
had a stature and weight that seemed much larger than that of boys of a comparable age began to 
drag around two children, no older than three years old, on a giant palm leaf plucked from one of 
the two palm trees on opposite sides of the plaza. They giggled with glee and within fifteen minutes 
this became the virtual “Magic Mountain” of Getsemaní, with every small child wanting a turn. 
Soon the teenager was dragging around five small children on that one leaf. It was an obvious 
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recipe for skinned body parts along the red-bricks that paved the plaza, but as the children would 
fall off they would only giddily laugh and hop back onto the leaf. And all I could do was laugh 
with my friend and capture on video the scene that I found so endearing.  
But it was still odd to me that so many children were out and about so late at night, 
seemingly without adult supervision. But when one child’s fall led to tears instead of laughter, I 
quickly realized that the children were being monitored the entire time, from one of the benches 
in front of the arepa vendor. A mother swooped in from the bench, picked up the child and the 
leaf, tossing the latter in the trash can and effectively putting a kibosh on the children’s good time. 
And at this time I was happy to be both audience and performer in this public theatre.   
In this second chapter, I follow the relational approach of Emirbayer (1997), Auyero (2003), 
Mische (2009) and Desmond (2012) and take as my ethnographic object the process of 
neighborhood change, not gentrifiers, nor the gentrified or a gentrifying neighborhood. 
Neighborhood change is a process involving a multiplicity of actors (e.g. native residents, 
newcomers (both expats and Colombian nationals), tourists, NGOS, government and business 
entities including investors, marketers and media, etc.) and settings (e.g. neighborhoods, agencies, 
universities, meetings, online, public spaces, etc.). I treat neighborhoods as relational spaces and 
observe interactions between residents occupying different positions within a space that connects 
them socially, politically and economically.  
An analysis of such relations of conflict and cooperation within this “politically contested 
and sociologically complex” (Kasinitz, 1996) neighborhood of Getsemaní deepens the 
understanding of neighborhood change. I seek to understand how people negotiate who is worthy 
of occupying space by considering how the hierarchies of racial, gender and class values constitute 
the racialized dynamics of urban change. Following a contextualization of relationships at the 
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regional (the interior of Colombia vs. The Atlantic/Caribbean coast of Colombia) and city levels 
(Barranquilla vs. Cartagena, both located on the Atlantic/Caribbean Coast), I provide examples of 
interactions, conflict and the configuration of the following relationships at the inter- and intra-
neighborhood levels: 
1. Getsemaní and the paisas [People from Medellín]  
2. Getsemaní and other neighborhoods 
3. Getsemaní and Getsemaní  
4. Getsemaní and the tourists  
5. Getsemaní and the expats/investors  
 
By integrating across-case and within-case approaches I am able to both suggest cross-case 
generalizations and observe the differences between the boundary-construction processes being 
employed by actors. In addition, we can observe whether people negotiate worth based upon the 
movement of individuals across moral, socioeconomic or cultural boundaries (boundary crossing) 
or whether there is movement of such boundaries across members of the community (boundary 
shifting) (Loveman and Muniz, 2007) and under what conditions these shifts take place.  
 
Valuation and Contestation 
Valuation is a social process which involves collective representations and group practices 
such that there must be an agreed upon justification and basis for value attributed to something. I 
explore the sort of agreed upon justifications and bases which establish the hierarchy of racial and 
class values at the neighborhood level, building upon the shared understandings of the politics of 
race and identity in Colombia at the level of the body previously established in Chapter 3. I argue 
that dominant historical discourses and cultural repertoires, defined by Swidler (1986) as the “tool 
kit” of habits, skills, and styles from which people construct “strategies of action,” around progress 
and development are predicated upon value hierarchies closely associated with the social and 
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symbolic boundaries of race and class and that these historical ideologies get reproduced in the 
present with social and material consequences.  
The change processes taking place in Getsemaní are a reflection of the racialization of the 
space and subsequent stigmatization. This devaluation is combined with the simultaneous re-
branding and revalorization of the community through the commodification of ethnicity and value 
produced through identity-as-difference niches (Comoroff and Comoroff, 2009). This becomes 
crucial to a rapid development/gentrification process whose goal is to produce a high demand and 
value for authentic spaces (Zukin, 2011; Harvey, 2012). 
 I explore the various types of boundaries (à la Lamont, 1992, moral, socioeconomic and 
cultural) employed by actors in the process of making meaning of their experiences within the 
neighborhood, and trace the process by which boundaries are drawn. In the context of urban change 
and this competition over space, I reveal how people determine who is worthy of occupying space 
and the vacillating boundaries of contestation. Newman (1999) and Kefalas (2002) both look at 
the ways symbolic boundaries are employed to contest and reframe the meaning of social 
boundaries. Gamson (1992) shows how people negotiate meaning and how collective action 
frames are shaped by identity and the media, which define people’s positions on various political 
issues. My work complements these by showing that symbolic boundaries are used to combat 
downward social mobility at the neighborhood level. By looking at the rationales of participants 
at multiple levels of analysis we are better able to clarify the mechanisms which lead symbolic 




The Interior and the Caribbean/Atlantic Coast (i.e. Bogotá and Cartagena) 
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Juan, a 56-year-old, portly, six-feet-tall, tawny brown-skinned lifetime resident of 
Getsemaní, starts our interview by saying that all the people who think they know stuff, don’t. He 
distinguished them from the REAL Getsemanisenses, like himself. I knew that I wanted to 
interview Juan at some point but felt I had to build up my interviewer stamina, aware that he, like 
many men in the neighborhood, was prone to verbosity and “putting me in my place” as a woman 
whom he thought also knew nothing. I refer to him affectionately among my friends as 
“Microphone Fiend” because of the way he takes hold of a microphone at any event about the 
barrio and you have to almost wrestle it out of his hands for him to cease his diatribes. But he 
called to me from his steps as I returned home from another interview, insisting that we take the 
time to have the interview that particular evening in January, and so began our two and half hour 
discussion.  
The inside of Juan’s house is the epitome of vintage. Old guitars on the wall, antique 
furniture all pushed to the side, huge speakers that Juan regularly uses to blast salsa music to all 
who pass by, old paintings, lots of Jesus, a painting easel, an old typewriter, a rotary telephone, 
old books that look like a series on a desk, black/white/sepia family photos. The walls are a mix 
of exposed brick and pale green and cream tiles that meet the extremely high ceiling. As I sat there 
I could hear “No Diggity”, “Nothin’ But a G Thang”, “Oooh Lala” and some other United States 
90s hip-hop and pop tracks being blasted from a boutique hotel across the street, which made for 
an anachronistic soundtrack to my visit to his classic republic-style home filled with relics of 
another time.  
I have been to Puerto Rico, lived in Parada. I know the people of Venezuela. I’ve lived 
with Dominicans and other countries in the Latin American Caribbean and we are very 
similar. I will not say exactly the same, but very similar in all. You know that here we 
say the people from the Andes, from the Andean region to Cali and all that shit. They’re 
cachacos. Cachaco is a derogatory term [used for all those from Andean cities in the 
interior region of Colombia, although most typically used to refer to people from Bogotá]. 
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Cachaco is a worldwide term. And now they want to say that the Bogotano [person from 
Bogotá] is unique. Cachacos are all from Cali, Medellín, Bogotá, Manizales, Pereira, 
Bucaramanga. All who are different from us. That is to say, all the Cachacos are not 
from here on La Costa [Colombian Caribbean/Atlantic coast]. The coast has produced 
folkloric music. It is known for the best athletes in all disciplines, the medal winners. 
With the exception of those lately, we have at least one and among them there are even 
Blacks. The Nobel Prize was given to someone from the coast. We are rich in folklore, 
tradition and were the face of Colombia. The cachaco is burned by this. Now, they are 
the ones who rule, the Bogotanos, the centralism, and they don’t give anything to the 
coast. Everything they keep in their region, for them. So they have fucked us… 
 
He later continues, referring to negative comments made about residents of Getsemaní: 
 
Like it or not these people who express such bad things about Getsemaní, a place they 
aren’t from, are the cachacos or foreigners, but it’s usually the cachacos. They hate us 
and want people to see us as less. They believe they can exploit this part, the part which 
gives importance to the neighborhood’s history, all that our ancestors did. So there are 
ignorant people, uneducated, with bad habits who actually do the harm.  
 
 These excerpts depict some of the tensions which exist between Cartagena on the 
Caribbean/Atlantic Coast and Bogotá in the Andes Mountains of the interior of Colombia, as well 
as how Juan determines some of the factors which make the two regions distinct. He feels there is 
greater kinship between Latin American Caribbean countries and the Caribbean coast of Colombia 
than between the coast and the interior. He is employing cultural boundaries to unite with those in 
the Caribbean and separate Cartagena from Bogotá. Yet he employs both cultural and moral 
boundaries to project the positive aspects of an often-maligned and stigmatized place, the 
Caribbean/Atlantic Coast and the neighborhood of Getsemaní specifically, while also suggesting 
that those from Bogotá inflict harm because they are ignorant, uneducated and with bad habits, 
thereby disparaging them. Running counter to the typical discourse which situates the interior as 
necessary for progress, Juan instead suggests that the focus on the interior, via “centralism”, in fact 
inhibits progress. 
 The rivalry between the two regions goes as far back as Spanish colonialism and the 
creation of the Viceroyalty of New Granada in 1739, when it was to determine where the vice regal 
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capital would be located, Cartagena or Bogotá. The rivalry persisted into the time of the Republic 
and even includes a costeño separatist movement in 1840 (Bell, 2006, p.7-8). There are numerous 
factors which appear primarily economic (for example, those related to transportation, exports, 
etc.) that can serve as reasons for the differences in economic development, poverty rates, and 
other measures of financial well-being between La Costa and the interior, specifically between 
Cartagena and Bogotá. But cultural prejudices as significant factors in differences are of particular 
interest to this case because they demonstrate how symbolic boundaries related to culture and 
morality have historically been employed to give meaning to and produce socio-economic 
boundaries. 
 The geography of Colombia is highly racialized, as suggested in Chapters 2 and 3. The 
Colombian Atlantic coast has long been thought of as a place with an exotic mix of races, cultures 
and a playground for those from other regions of the country. This image was part of the 
construction of the national hierarchy in which the Colombian Atlantic/Caribbean coast would be 
unable to develop at the same level as the interior of the country (Cunin & Gutiérrez, 2006). There 
are many examples of commentary made by major Colombian historical figures which reflect a 
deeply embedded belief of those from La Costa as having a dramatically different and inferior 
culture, closely tied to its racial composition, resulting in limited growth and development 
capabilities and progress. Francisco José de Caldas, a scientist and major figure in the Colombian 
independence movement, argued that “civilization” could only exist in temperate climates at high 
altitudes, and because of this that civilization could only be possible in the Andean region. 
Civilization was therefore impossible in regions in hot climates, like La Costa, especially since 
they were occupied by savage and barbaric tribes (Bell, 2006). José María Samper, a Colombian 
lawyer, politician, and famed writer, argued that geography was a necessary, but not a sufficient 
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factor for civilization. Mountainous regions could only achieve true levels of civilization if a strong 
presence of the white race existed there. Civilization could never be possible in zones with large 
Indigenous and Black populations (Bell, 2006). In 1868, he wrote: 
There [i.e., in the coastal region] the primitive man, coarse, brutish, indolent, semi-
savage and burnt by the tropical sun, this is the Colombia boga, in all his insolence, 
his stupid bigotry, his cowardly self-satisfaction, his incredible indolence and his 
shameless speech, the child of ignorance rather than corruption; and here [i.e. in the 
highlands] the European, active, intelligent, white and elegant, often blonde, with 
his poetic and penetrating glance, his ringing and rapid speech, his elevated spirit, 
his ever distinguished manners […] The boga, descendant of Africa and child of 
the crossbreeding races debased by tyranny, possesses of what is human virtually 
nothing except the outer form and the primitive needs of power…The boga of the 
Magdalena is nothing more than a brute who speaks a dreadful language, always 
lewd, carnal, insolent, a thief and a coward (as cited in Wade, 1993, p.13).  
  
Samper employs some of the basest stereotypes regularly used to describe Afro-descendants based 
upon perceived physical, intellectual, moral, and cultural differences between them and those of 
Euro-descent. The distinctions between regional speech patterns mentioned more than once here 
are significant, with those from Bogotá speaking Spanish in a manner which is considered of the 
finest quality, particularly when compared to costeño Spanish which is often seen as ordinary or 
vulgar. This grants those from the interior increased cultural capital and adds to the hierarchical 
differences which exist between the two regions. 
The former president of Colombia, Marco Fidel Suárez Zapata in 1882 wrote, “Work being 
the indispensable condition of progress, this does not exist among the savages…work signifies 
effort, and in effect, work is the path towards civilization” (as cited in Wade, 1993).  The 
contemptuous attitude with respect to the “black race” and notion that it was savage, lazy and 
uncivilized was quite pervasive and persisted with time. Author Santiago Gamboa (2001) notes 
that: 
The Atlantic seaboard has been one of the most isolated regions in Colombia. Seen 
through the arrogant eyes of mid-twentieth-century Bogotá, it was simply remote. The 
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culture and flavor of this Caribbean region, with its mixture of Spanish, African, and 
Arab traditions, was referred to with the pejorative corroncho—the cradle of laziness, 
corruption, nepotism, machismo, excessive drinking, and irresponsibility. Meanwhile, 
Bogotá considered itself South America's Athens, the birthplace of culture and elegance, 
a London of the Andes. 
 
 It is important to note that this racialized and regionalized perspective was not limited to 
the White elite of the interior. The White elite from La Costa share similar perspectives. For 
example, Nobel Prize winning author and costeño, Gabriel García Márquez, said, “On the coast, 
all that were left were bandits -bandits in a good sense- and dancers, adventurers, people full of 
gaiety. The coastal people were descendants of pirates and smugglers, with a mixture of black 
slaves,” (Bell-Villada, 2005).  Even when couched within language that can appear positive, an 
association between people from the region and lightheartedness and festivity adds to the image 
of the region being one of just entertainment and having a limited capacity for economic 
production unrelated to the sale of cultural products. These perspectives represent a historically-
constituted conceptual network which has been inherited by future generations within Colombia. 
Such larger national repertoires shape the meaning-making processes around notions of progress, 
who is capable of it and who is worthy of the benefits of development.  
 
Barranquilla and Cartagena 
 Everyone has a theory on why things are as they are in Cartagena. I arrived at the University 
of Cartagena in mid-October to finally establish the affiliation that was long over-due. I met with 
faculty and a dean who happened to originally be from Getsemaní and moved from the barrio 25 
years ago. She had a medium-brown complexion, with straightened hair and blonde highlights. 
She had a very polished way of dressing, wearing a bright yellow shirt and multi-colored skirt, 
gold jewelry and a diamond and sapphire wedding ring. She said her family once had a big house 
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on Calle Magdalena (which has had a long history of being one of the more dangerous blocks in 
Getsemaní) and said that like so many, especially the more middle-class residents, her family 
moved because people were concerned about raising their children there. “Getsemaní wasn’t safe. 
There were lots of drugs. A little crappy shoe repair was next door. The place was maluco [which 
often means ugly, unpleasant, bad and has racial associations with blackness13], mala suerte 
[seedy].” Her parents sold the house for 5,500,000 pesos, which is around $2,500, but now she and 
her three brothers want the house back.    
As we are talking she gets interrupted by a woman working in the department who holds a 
doctorate in education, Amber. She sits down beside me and I am immediately overwhelmed by 
how much everything about her just screams red and white. Her hair is dyed red. Her watch is rose 
gold. Her pants, lipstick, the spots on her pale, whitish skin are all red. After finding out about my 
project she spoke to me about Guayaquil (a city in Ecuador) and how different the situation was 
there compared to Cartagena. There is lots of tourism but the people are living well, she says. 
However, in Cartagena there’s a sense of comfort, “un sentimiento Afro” [an African/Black 
feeling]. It’s a closed community that doesn’t ask for much and this attitude is the result of the 
history of slavery, she says to me. “People didn’t have anything so now when something is offered 
to them, they just accept it without question. It’s a very lax mentality. A colonial mentality. They 
are very lax with people from outside and very welcoming.” Amber proceeded to tell me that Santa 
Marta and Barranquilla (two other cities on La Costa) are not so lax about everything.  
They are more of a force. The government here in Cartagena is just trying to 
promote it as a place that provides easy access to everything for foreigners. 
Everything is like a connected chain. As long as there is a little bit of benefits no 
one questions it or cares about it. They’re without scruples. The government doesn’t 
look at costs. They just go for what’s easy. They cater to the mochileros 
[backpackers]. There’s a website that advertises to mochileros that for 10,000 pesos 
($5) you can stay the night, get drugs and young girls and women. It’s especially 
                                                 
13 This is particularly apparent when conducting an internet image search of the word “maluco.” 
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for the Europeans. The Europeans are accustomed to tourism and traveling 
throughout Europe. Not here in Cartagena. They aren’t used to going anywhere. 
They have an innocent mentality, without capacidad [ability] [She then snaps her 
fingers like one might to refocus a child, mentally challenged or confused person]. 
It’s tourism without consequences. 
 
Amber speaks to the racialized geography of Colombia and the associations that come with it. 
Cartagena has a “black” sensibility related to slavery that precludes Cartageneros from having the 
wherewithal or gumption to see that the urban transformation as it relates to tourism is harmful. 
Processes of change are suggested to be driven by Europeans’ desire to consume what Cartagena 
has to offer, which is limited in their minds to drugs and sex. Barranquilla and Santa Marta, on the 
other hand, actively work against such exploitation according to Amber.  
The juxtaposition of Cartagena and Barranquilla is common. A previously discussed in 
Chapter 3, Barranquilla is the fourth largest city by population in Colombia, with Cartagena 
ranking fifth (DANE, 2007). There has historically been a competition between the two relatively 
close proximity cities on the Atlantic/Caribbean coast (3-4 hours apart). They have had different 
degrees and types of economic development. They are also considered to have different racial and 
ethnic compositions due to Barranquilla’s greater influx of Europeans and Arabs which mixed 
with its still very large Afro-descendant population.  
I had heard a great deal about Adan before finally sitting to speak with him because he is 
considered a notable Getsemanisense, one who is used as an exemplar of the artistic nature of the 
neighborhood. I was invited to the apartment where he was staying one afternoon and we spoke 
for hours. An extremely affable artist of around 5-foot-7 with coffee-colored brown skin, Adan 
shared the following during an interview when discussing certain racialized traditions attributed 
to the annual carnival in Barranquilla and Cartagena Independence festivals: 
When Cartagena falls into the plague, cholera and decay all this [carnival] goes to 
Barranquilla. Barranquilla’s carnival comes from here. But Barranquilla is very 
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racist and the marimonda [a carnival costume] is mocking us. The Barranquillero 
[someone from Barranquilla] is very racist. (But against whom? Racist specifically 
against Blacks?) 14  Against other Blacks, yes. And a rivalry, the rivalry with 
Cartagena is not nothing. Because Cartagena is the land of Blacks then they 
contemptuously say, “Ahh, yes. Those ugly people.” Have you heard the term 
maluco? (Yes) Well maluco is an African tribe, but here when they tell maluco to 
someone (Yes, it’s something common to say here, ugly, very maluco. Maluco was 
an ethnic group?) An ethnic group, the Malucos [might be referring to Malinke 
ethnic group], then this is said to mock us, in a sarcastic derogatory way. This is 
maluco. It is used to discredit, to diminish, and to belittle. So the Barranquillero 
says Cartagena is the land of malucos, ugly people, of people with little. 
Barranquilla is different from here. The Cabildo is a stage. They had to accept that 
tradition with Blacks and it makes them itchy to have to do something equal to here 
that focuses just on Blacks. It bothers them. So they made it in their own way which 
has subsequently been brought to us in Getsemaní. 
 
This passage displays features of an Us/Them dichotomy.  We can see how Cartagena is made 
distinct from Barranquilla due to its racial composition and being “the land of the Blacks” and for 
this, Adan perceives Cartagena as historically being less valued by those from Barranquilla. Such 
significations imbue these spaces with racialized meaning. Later in the conversation Adan’s 
predilection for the African diaspora became clear as references to African-American, Afro-Latin 
American, Afro-Caribbean, and African figures and philosophies peppered his commentary. He 
constructed symbolic boundaries around race, so that Blackness became the category that 
encompassed the “Us.” The claims to city belonging are made only to the extent that the city is 
said to be associated with the racial category he associates himself with. He would later discuss at 
length the racism he experienced within Cartagena at the hands of the White elite, so the 
subsequent disassociations he has with the space are again based upon the greater bond he feels 
with global blackness as opposed to connections with his native city. 
                                                 
14 Parenthetical phrases within quotes represent my interjections in the conversation. 
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Juan, however, who had very strong feelings about places outside of Cartagena, appears to 
make an exception for Barranquilla, and clearly feels that the cities share a kinship, both being 
places on La Costa.  
At least look at the city of Barranquilla. Cartagena was the port. Everything came 
here. That is why they say in Cartagena culture enters and from here it leaves. Then 
the city of Barranquilla is a city that will become the first city in Colombia after 
here. Here, we costeños are fucked by centralism. It’s why this country does not 
progress and I'll say something, Barranquilla is progressive because of their amount 
of migrations. Look, the first city where aviation was born was Barranquilla. I think 
they were Europeans. I can’t recall. Everything was here first on the coast, the sugar 
mills, industry, everything was generated here and in Barranquilla by all of the 
Arabs, but also mostly Europeans. So you see names like Jalein, the name of this 
old Tcherassi Hasbun and a lot of the surnames you see. The architecture at least in 
Prado [neighborhood in Barranquilla, means meadow], spectacular homes. I hope 
you go to Prado and you take photos. Go for it, the Barranquilla neighborhood of 
Prado. There are these very nice houses and you see the prestante [lender] people 
of Barranquilla with European or Arab names. These people are very progressive. 
They are people who come with a great culture. They migrate to London. Then 
that’s why you see that Barranquilla is much more open. It’s a city with a different 
mentality, one not born from something dreadful like the subjugation of Blacks, the 
killing of Indians, of our own Indigenous people, the owners of this land. Hence, 
they have another mentality, not like here where you find enormous bitterness that 
still has not been overcome. 
 
Juan sees the “Us” as the costeños pitted against those from the interior who impose their power 
upon them. Brubaker (2006) attempts to shift attention from the notion of groups to “groupness” 
and treat the latter as a variable, and as such, contingent. While we could see this as an example of 
an individual being at issue when his “group,” i.e. costeños, is being perceived as threatened by 
outsiders, the degree of groupness is in fact what can instead be assessed in this instance. And the 
question becomes why does he feel a stronger sense of groupness just by sharing the costeño 
identity than, let us say, the artist cited previously, Adan. Juan’s comments suggest he is quite 
impressed with Barranquilla, in spite of being a Cartagenero. In the absence of the scarring racism 
Adan experienced in Cartagena, Juan’s appears to lack the emotional distancing from the broader 
costeño identity.  
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Juan, however, believes that the focus on the interior and their misuse of power is the true 
impediment to progress. He attributes Barranquilla’s level of progress to their migrations of Whites 
from Europe and Arabs whose identities he associates with industry, progress, aesthetically 
pleasing spaces and high culture. Their traveling to London, and therefore having contact with 
Europe, also makes them more open and progressive, echoing a historical national repertoire. He 
understands Barranquilla as being distinct from Cartagena because of a past he believes is not as 
associated with the “subjugation of Blacks” and the “killing of Indians.” This is somewhat similar 
to the “Black feeling” Amber mentions. He believes that the resentment from this past is what 
thwarts progress in Cartagena. By identifying with the costeño-ness of Barranquilla and 
constructing a boundary around regions, as opposed to creating a boundary based upon city-limits, 
he is able to identify with all of what he sees as progressive development, making claims based 
upon socio-economic and cultural boundaries that he seems to highly value and want to be included 
within.  
 
The Paisas [People from Medellín] and Getsemaní  
 In May I was in a taxi heading to the airport to give my presentation in Bogotá before 
Fulbright staff and my fellow award recipients. The driver, while not from Cartagena, was from 
Valledupar on La Costa, a place famous for being the birthplace of the Colombia Caribbean folk 
music, Vallenato. The driver asked about my marital status, which seemed to be the custom in 
Cartagena. When I told him that I was unattached he decided to take the opportunity to give me 
his thoughts on where I could find a suitable partner, based upon the assumption that I was looking. 
“The men from Medellín make the best husbands. They are workers like the Germans 
[trabajadores como alemanes].” I jokingly told him that paisas seem to have the best marketing.  
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 The paisa identity is synonymous with a number of physical and cultural characteristics. 
As the taxi driver expressed, paisas, or antioqueños as they are also known, are regarded as having 
a strong work ethic and are almost considered the foil to the “lazy costeño.” He makes an 
association between a valuable work ethic and those from a European nation, and valuable to the 
extent that those with such an association would make preferable life partners. But the association 
between the paisa and Europeans was no surprise as it is generally associated with whiteness. For 
example, in an interview with a 35-year-old woman from Medellín who has a small business in 
Getsemaní, when asked about her race or ethnicity, she responded, “White. I am of the White race 
of Medellín, hardworking, very strong, fighters. We are very nice and very friendly. We are always 
ready to help the people.”  
 It is common to hear about the “Antioquian” or “paisa race.” The strong paisa regional 
ethnic identity is partially based upon a myth of racial purity and a lack of Black and Indigenous 
heritage (Wade, 1993). In 1941, Antioquian scholar Gustavo Gonzalez Ochoa wrote, “There is 
little, if indeed any, African contribution, and in any case never to the extent supposed by some,” 
(as quoted in Wade, 1993, p.73). Antioquian scholar Ricardo Uribe Escobar (1942), in explaining 
the panorama of Antioquia writes: 
By the year 1630, the crucible of race dropped a new element: the black of Africa, 
that while without analytical capacity or an ability for abstraction, apart from their 
indolence and sensuality, brought us his physical strength to face the rigor of these 
ardent climates, its sensitivity and its rich imagination (p. 5).  
 
Again, we see the repeated tropes about black indolence, sensuality and strength, and an inability 
for analytical thought. But specifically in the context of being juxtaposed to the White antioqueño 
who is “an exemplar of humanity, hard-work and quick movement, tenacity and adventure, 
arrogant and passionate, loyal and a lover of his land and of his home, individualistic and habitual, 
provocative and a dealer, entrepreneur and persistent” (Escobar, 1942, p. 3).   
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The department of Antioquia, of which Medellín is the capital, is one of the richest regions 
in Colombia, and the source of many merchants and capitalists who have colonized the Chocó on 
the Pacific coast and the Atlantic coastal region (Wade, 1993). Wade (1993) notes that, 
“Antioqueños have a reputation as roving traders who will range far and wide in search of profit 
and as shrewd businessmen and entrepreneurs,” (p. 69). The paisas’ reputation as “shrewd” 
businessman was echoed in conversations with residents of Getsemaní. The following is a dialogue 
in which I engaged with two Getsemanisenses, Felipe and Claudio, both in their 40s on one of the 
corners in La Plaza in April. It speaks to the reputation that the paisas have in Getsemaní and the 
relationship they are believed to have with Cartageneros more broadly. Felipe begins with a 
discussion of the people who have been selling things on the street in the neighborhood.  
Felipe: It’s okay that people need to work in all, but in an organized way. In a 
manner that doesn’t annoy the people or damage the environment or the 
neighborhood. This is important. You have to organize to improve. We need to stop 
the exploitation in Cartagena. The people of Cartagena are tired and annoyed. We 
open our arms and embrace everyone, but there is a limit.  
  
Claudio: None of the street vendors in the center are from Cartagena. Or half are 
from there and the rest are from other areas. (Which parts?) From other 
neighborhoods, cities, Barranquilla, Santa Marta.  
 
Felipe: Have you realized that here in Cartagena there is not a single owner of a 
store that is a Cartagenero? Normally they’re paisas or from Santander. (Why is 
that?) Because they come here and they appropriate the shops of costeños. And 
what do they do? They all bring stuff from their region and when the Cartagenero 
sells a lemon for 100 pesos they go and sell it for 20 pesos. And what happens? The 
people believe in them and go buy the lemon for 20 pesos from them. And the 
costeños’ stores are ruined. And when the costeño business closes down what do 
the paisas do? They charge 1,500 pesos! They always recoup their money!  
 
Claudio: And the other part is that many paisas use these businesses to launder their 
drug money.  
 
Felipe- This is what happens. The Cartagenero, we are social. We talk. We open 
our doors. You enter our homes and eat in our houses…. But still the people abuse 
us. But everyone has the right to earn their resources, but without harming anyone 




Felipe’s statements allude to the sort of moral boundaries which he is drawing with regard to 
income generating activities. Making money is okay, but should not be damaging or annoying. 
The paisas are outsiders whose way of undercutting Cartageneros is deemed unscrupulous. 
Claudio intervenes with a comment about the suspected laundering of drug money to again 
question the morality of these outsiders. They then evoke cultural differences by talking about the 
openness and friendliness of the Cartagenero whom they feel is being betrayed.  
The cultural boundaries between the paisas and costeños also came up in a number of 
interviews. From the perspective of Paul, a bar-owner in the neighborhood and native of Bogotá: 
It’s a barrio of lazy locals and they want to chat their day, hours away because they 
chat. They can really talk about nothing but they will talk all day long. They will 
get into discussions. They're not deep but they debate about whatever, and again, 
not deep discussions but they get into discussions, which I don’t think happens in 
Bogotá or Medellín. 
 
Here we are again presented with the image of the lazy Cartagenero from the neighborhood who 
engages in endless meaningless conversations in a way that is atypical for someone from Bogotá 
or Medellín, a way which Felipe may describe as part of the barrio’s openness and friendliness. 
During an interview with Angela, a visibly African and Indigenous 30-year-old Cartagenera with 
a chestnut brown complexion, who runs an NGO in Getsemaní, when asked about Getsemanisense 
said: 
It’s a diverse neighborhood, or a community. There is a multicultural mix, mainly 
of African descent, but there is also a mixture of people who have come from 
outside, from other cultures like the famously called “interior.” But we call them 
popularly cachacos and paisas. But it is a mixture that’s lost its identity. There are 
people who can be classified but there are no longer strong cultural elements to 
identify them. We could say that it is a group that is in decline.  
 
She too subtly highlights the racialized geography of Colombia. The people from the neighborhood 
are primarily of African descent but those from the interior share a different culture and are 
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presumably not mainly of African descent. And those from the interior are believed to be almost 
watering down the culture of the residents, to the point where the neighborhood culture is in decline. 
Later in the interview she states: 
The neighborhood has transformed because people began to sell their homes and 
have converted them into boutique homes, houses of foreign people, many foreign 
people. (From where?) Many of those from Holland, England, and Italy have 
purchased their homes, including cachacos and paisas who have also bought many 
houses for their businesses. What we find today is a neighborhood that is 
disappearing like the people who are its life. Many people are becoming strong 
economically. Houses are becoming purchasing power for foreigners who have 
money for a good investment but people of Getsemaní do not know the potential 
they have.  
 
She is highlighting the socioeconomic boundaries which exist between the foreigners (which 
include business owners from Medellín and Bogotá) and those considered native residents of 
Getsemaní.  
Paul believes, “Most of the Centro Historico [Historic center] is owned by people outside 
of Cartagena. At first from people outside, [but now also] from Colombia. From Bogotá, Medellin, 
from Barranquilla perhaps. Now a lot of foreigners are investing in the old city but I think there 
are very few local residents still living in the old city.” Those from Bogotá and Medellín are often 
grouped by Getsemanisenses with the Europeans whose financial strength warrants fear about 
them having the power to displace the Getsemanisenses. In an interview in 2012, one 
neighborhood resident shared that he believed those from “Medellin, Bogotá, France, Spain and 
Italy” have already bought a lot of the properties and are coming to “take over” Getsemaní.  
 The impression that the paisa identity is associated with whiteness and economic prowess 
is a strong and positive one which has prevailed among many throughout Colombia. Even the drug 
traffickers in the Medellín drug cartel, headed by Pablo Escobar and others from Antioquia, 
became the prominent focus of the media and public and an example of paisa entrepreneurship 
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(Wade, 1993, p. 73). However, in Getsemaní the connection between those from Medellín and 
drugs and sex work is used as another strategy for constructing moral boundaries and 
destigmatizing those in the neighborhood, city and the coast. For example, when asked about the 
history of prostitution in Getsemaní, Linda, the 52-year-old native resident and street vendor 
shared: 
All that type of life has been present throughout the country, not just the 
neighborhood here in Getsemaní. Okay, you see prostitutes on Calle Media Luna, 
where they go and to Centennial Park [Parque Centenario]. But if you were to 
interview them and ask them where they are from they will tell you they are not 
from here in Cartagena. They are from Monteria or Medellín, that is to say there 
are no prostitutes from this neighborhood.  
 
A 54-year-old male business owner and long-term resident shared the following with regard to 
prostitution: 
 
No, no, no in the neighborhood there has never really been prostitution. In other 
words, prostitutes from the neighborhood. But the people say there was a famous 
place that a man named Joseph “Las Vegas” Candilejas had with 50 women 
working, and in those five rooms he had put around 300 women, but women that 
came from the interior. They weren’t women from here. Women come to Cartagena 
because it has always had tourism …Brothels were outside, here on the periphery 
of Getsemaní but they were not women of Getsemaní. They were women who came 
from Medellín, Bogotá, Cali, other cities of Colombia to prostitute themselves, but 
really never has there been a brothel inside Gestemaní, or that is to say, never 
neighborhood girls, never. 
 
And finally, Juan, again had a great deal to say on the topic.  
…the migrations that come with people from the interior. In Medellín what is 
produced is pure unashamed. The pure villain is born. Drug trafficking, contract 
killings, everything bad is the paisas. Medellín, Pereira, Manizales, paisas as they 
are called in that region. Supposedly they are whores. They are murderers, hookers 
and hit men, the most of them. They are first and nothing else. There is no national 
unity. 
 
Juan is quite explicitly shifting the negative stigma associated with his neighborhood, city and 
region to those whom he is placing outside of what he deems acceptable. The other residents cited 
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are also attempting to dispel the notions that sex workers are native to the barrio by locating their 
origins outside of the neighborhood.  
 
Getsemaní and the Other Barrios 
The typical excitement of your average Sunday night began to die down in La Plaza. It was 
late April and the rains still hadn’t come, not that they cooled things off any, but the fact that they 
hadn’t was an odd fact that came up regularly in conversations. The heat that I recalled, pretty 
unlovingly, from the two previous summers was beginning to creep back so that you felt the 
warmth even at 10:30pm, the air regaining its suffocating stillness that only truly gave way to a 
breeze between December and March. Everyone is carrying on in the plaza as they normally do 
when suddenly there is a loud smashing sound and one of the local women of around 45 years of 
age, Gloria, is pummeling a local man whose general behavior has this appellative effect and 
results in everyone having a nickname for him. I have named him “Radio Raheem” after the 
character in Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing. I have heard others call him “El Cantante” [the singer] 
or “Stereo” because he always appears to be high on something and dancing and singing to himself, 
sometimes with large headphones but always while carrying a radio. You almost never see him 
converse with anyone. He is always present in your world, yet completely in his own.  One of the 
women who runs an arepa cart (whom we have nicknamed “Half-Mean Arepa Lady” since she’s 
not quite as mean as the truly uncongenial one but whom you’ve still really got to butter up for a 
smile) rushes over to them and starts helping Gloria beat Radio Raheem down with a plastic chair 
she keeps near her cart. He attempts to protect his face, and the police who had just been in the 
plaza telling everyone to stop drinking alcohol are suddenly nowhere to be found.  
All who were left in the plaza could not help but to be transfixed by the spectacle and 
wonder what had triggered it. The women were yelling something about a 5-year-old girl but it 
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was still unclear what had happened. I was in disbelief that none of the men watching did anything. 
These were powerful women but Gloria’s former partner and father of her young-adult daughter, 
sat nearby with the chess players and was an onlooker like all the rest. One of the backpackers in 
the area, presumably from Bogotá or Argentina, attempted to jump in but Gloria swiftly cut him 
down with her words in such a way that he still may not be talking to this day. She continued 
punching El Cantante then grabbed him by the back of the shirt, like a small child who’d stolen 
from the candy store, and drug him to the police station around the corner as some local teenage 
boys followed and kicked him as they walked. It was a scene.  
The following day I was in the plaza and ran into Julio, a Getsemanisense in his late 20s 
whom I had met during my second trip to Cartagena. This evening he was in La Plaza with a friend 
I did not know. I inquired about what had happened the night before. The three of us sat on the 
church wall, with Gloria a few hundred meters away on a bench. Apparently Stereo had hit a little 
girl in front of one of the new high-end bars in La Plaza, close to Half-Mean’s arepa cart and that’s 
when the women went ballistic. Julio said he deserved more. But when I asked why no men jumped 
in he said they knew Gloria would make them regret such a decision. And as we stood there Julio 
genuinely seemed uneasy and nervous that Gloria would overhear his commentary on the incident. 
It was an interaction that highlighted how even in societies deemed by many as patriarchal, there 
are women perceived as having physical and social power.  
Julio’s friend said the violence was excessive and that they didn’t know whether that guy 
could pull out a knife given he was high and mentally ill. They both recalled when just five years 
ago Stereo was a security guard at the Olimpica supermarket. Then he got addicted to bazuco, a 
type of cocaine paste sold in powder form that is the cheapest of all drugs. It was odd to me that 
the whole scenario took place with this particular guy. I had never even seen him engage in a 
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conversation with anyone, let alone be violent, and even further still to a child, which culturally in 
Colombia seemed like one of the worst things one could do. I spoke with the young men about 
community justice and how in the past his punishment in Getsemaní would have been far worse. 
Or even now, in the rougher barrios like “Nelson Mandela” they said that Stereo would have been 
clinging to life. These neighborhoods are ones with high gang violence that people say even the 
police fear entering.    
Getsemaní has historically been considered an “arrabal,” a somewhat derogatory word that 
expresses its suburban, peripheral status to the historic center, as it has always been considered the 
“popular” barrio of the lower classes. Yet to the outer barrios, some of which are poorer and more 
dangerous than Getsemaní, it has been considered an integral part of the city center, even when 
crime was far more rampant. So while these types of displays of public violence still take place in 
Getsemaní, thereby distinguishing it from the more elite spaces nearby, they are still processed as 
unfolding very differently in Getsemaní than they would in even more peripheral neighborhoods. 
While there is violence and a community sense of justice in both Getsemaní and more notoriously 
dangerous neighborhoods, they have their limits in Getsemaní. As an interstitial zone it is distinct, 
yet similar to both the marginalized barrios further from the center, and the wealthier areas such 
as Boca Grande and Manga nearby. For example, a White foreign hostel owner, Eric, when 
comparing Getsemaní to these wealthier neighborhoods said, “They have a lot less money here. 
They are blacker here and they have a lot less money. In reality, it’s still the poorer people that 
live here. Boca Grande obviously doesn't have that. It’s been gentrified for years and years and 
years.”  
 
Understanding the Boundaries of Poverty in Cartagena. The various ways poverty and 
disadvantage are determined by the local authorities is related to this perception of Getsemaní as 
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disadvantaged, yet not; as dangerous, but not really. I spoke with Jorge Alvis, an economist, 
researcher and professor at La Universidad Tecnológica de Bolívar, shortly before leaving 
Cartagena. We spoke about the way poverty is understood and determined, and how Getsemaní 
falls within this framework. During my time in Cartagena in 2012, I noted that both poverty and 
race had been rendered invisible within the community of Getsemaní. There is a high percentage 
of observed Afro-descendants and poverty, yet according to statistics, very few residents self-
identify as such and virtually no one is considered to be in the lowest two economic strata. One 
interviewee at that time shared that many within the community lived day-to-day, did not have 
kitchens, and were forced to buy food from other residents. A number of interviewees discussed 
the practice of “no pago,” that many do not pay taxes and find ways to avoid paying for utilities 
due to a lack of resources.  
The “estratos” [strata] come up a great deal in interviews and are used as a descriptor for 
class and income. “Oh this barrio is becoming strata 4.” “People really struggle over there. It’s 
strata 1 and 2.” The conversation with Mr. Alvis made it clear how disadvantage can be masked 
statistically in Cartagena. The strata of a community are determined by the broader environment, 
not simply the everyday lifestyles of community members. Criteria under consideration are often 
based on the physical nature of homes and closely tied to its geographic location. What materials 
are the walls and roofs made of? Do the residents have access to public services like light, water, 
etc.? Are the streets in the neighborhood paved?  
According to a 2007 study, “Poverty by neighborhood in Cartagena” (Pérez & Mejía), 
Getsemaní is comprised of 5,936 individuals, in 631 households. With regard to the breakdown of 
households by economic stratum: 
 Stratum 1- 0 = 0% 
 Stratum 2- 1= .2 % 
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 Stratum 3- 587 = 93% 
 Stratum 4- 43= 6.8% 
 Stratum 5- 0 
 Stratum 6= 0 
Getsemaní is not considered poor based upon a number of standards but largely because people 
have inhabited well-structured homes in a center where there are public services, even if residents 
cannot afford to pay for them. It is not unrealistic to still be living in a dirt-floored home with a 
plastic roof in the city of Cartagena. So due to the kinds of extreme poverty which still exist in 
other neighborhoods, Getsemaní seems like a place of luxury, regardless of how many people 
struggle economically.  
What Getsemanisenses are considered is “pobre por ingreso” [poor based upon income]. 
This is related to the poverty line and states that you are poor by income if there are four people in 
a household making less than COP$1,200,000 ($645) per month. In addition, one can be 
considered materially poor or poor by necessities. This is based upon the Indices de Necesidades 
Basicas Insatisfechadas [Index of Unsatisfactory Basic Needs]. As long as you struggle with one 
of the following you are considered materially poor, and if you have more than one you are 
considered “extremely poor”, although one cannot make more than COP$919,300 pesos ($480)  
monthly and be considered extremely poor even if you face more than two of these: 
 Economic dependence;  
 Access to public services; 
 Child’s absence from school;  
 Quality of household (strata) and;  
 Overcrowding in the home (more than 3 people in one room). 
 
According to 2007 statistics, 33% of Cartagena residents live below the poverty line, with 
4.2% living in extreme poverty. 49% of people from Cartagena feel poor (Proyecto “Cartagena 
Cómo Vamos”, 2005). Beyond the absolute poverty which exists, the relative poverty is also a 
major problem. Cartagena is an extremely unequal city that does not seem to be reflected 
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accurately with statistics. It is suggested that in 2005 the Gini Coefficient (a measure intended to 
represent the income distribution of a nation's residents, with 0 being absolute equality and 1 being 
absolute inequality) was .46. While this is still high, the global income inequality Gini coefficient 
in the same year was estimated to be between 0.61 and 0.68 (Hillebrand, 2009). These figures runs 
counter to conventional wisdom which suggests that the increasingly informal nature of the labor 
market has left those already struggling all the poorer and the wealthy all the richer in recent years. 
In interviews and casual conversation many Cartageneros suggest that inequality is one of 
Cartagena’s greatest impediments to economic growth.  
It is also critical to consider how racial and class hierarchies overlap when discussing 
inequality. According to the study, “Labor Discrimination or Human Capital? Determinants of 
Labor Income of Afro-Cartageneros” (Romero, 2007) race is a significant variable explaining 15% 
of income differences in Cartagena. However, this figure drops to 5% when education is taken into 
account, suggesting that Afro-Cartageneros are significantly affected financially by limited 
educational opportunities. One model shows that, on average, Afro-Cartageneros receive less per 
hour worked. Cartageneros who identify themselves as Black, mulatto, or Afro-Palenquero (from 
Palenque) receive on average 32% less hourly earnings than Cartageneros who do not ethnically 
or racially identify with these groups. The author suggests that a maximum of 7-8% of this 
difference is attributable directly to discrimination resulting from the differences in the assessment 
of individual characteristics in each of the groups. Although, considering how disadvantage has 
clearly been statistically masked, one may question the veracity whether such a conclusion is a 
gross underestimate.  
Economic historian Adolfo Meisel Roca (2011) states that the population in the 
Atlantic/Caribbean region in the late eighteenth century was classified as 90% Indian, Black or 
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mixed, yet all of the non-immigrant entrepreneurs were White. It has been mentioned in interviews 
and numerous conversations that there are still approximately five elite families in Cartagena, all 
of whom are of very visible European descent, who are said to control the politics, economics and 
media of the city. Gamboa (2001) describes such families as “la clase dirigente, the ruling class, 
the minuscule group that has dominated Colombia's economic and political life.” The racial 
disparity in wealth and income in the region is partially a function of the racial disparity in business 
ownership, and further exacerbated by imbalances in politics. Such an unequal structure of wealth 
and power follows in the “The City as a Growth Machine” model (Molotch, 1976) which describes 
how specific interest groups shape cities and lead to urban growth, particularly those in the real 
estate industry who benefit from increased property values and city boosterism. These families, 
and those closely associated with them, are essentially those responsible for a great deal of the 
urban transformation taking place in Cartagena and whom have a direct interest in Getsemaní.   
 
Getsemaní and Getsemaní 
You have to stake your claim to space in La Plaza. It’s the first of November, and like most 
Friday nights the church wall and platform are occupied by Spanish-speaking foreigners, 
Colombian nationals likely from Bogotá, the educated elite of Cartagena and the infusion of 
European foreigners who fill the plaza virtually every night. This is not the plaza of 2011. But this 
particular night I see that people from the barrio, including a life-long Getsemanisense, John, have 
set up their big screen projector on the left platform of the front of the church, along with some of 
the white plastic chairs to watch the baseball game inside of the plaza. They typically projected 
the games on the left wall of the church, technically not within La Plaza. But not this night. They 
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had situated themselves within the boundaries of the actual plaza. And this was no accident. They 
were reclaiming the space that was slipping from their grips more and more every day.  
I ended up speaking to Franco for hours this night. He provided me with yet another 
Getsemaní history lesson. He said that there is a symbolic separation between the portion of the 
barrio located above Calle Media Luna and the portion below. Those north of Calle Media Luna 
have always felt marginalized, like they were not included in Getsemaní. They complain that every 
major activity is carried out in La Plaza, which sits south of Media Luna. And I recalled a 
conversation with Claudio where he once told me that those above Media Luna were not 
considered by many in the barrio to be “true Getsemanisenses.” Franco started giving me a 
breakdown of the various areas of the neighborhood and what they were known for. Calle Larga, 
south of La Plaza, was the most important avenue decades ago in the barrio. The wealthier residents 
lived there. Those houses had three or more floors, making them physically distinct from the rest 
of the neighborhood’s republic-style homes which tended to have only one level. And while Franco 
did not mention it, I immediately remembered that in one of the three books written about 
Getsemaní, Díaz de Paniagua and Paniagua (1993) noted that Calle Larga was where the Syrian 
and Lebanese business owners resided and started their business during one of the migration waves 
to Colombia.  
Franco said that Calle Tortuga and Calle de las Maravillas (two halves of the same longer 
street north and perpendicular to Calle Media Luna) have always been looked down upon. But 
both Callejón Angosto and Ancho have always been considered the worst (both are parallel to one 
another and perpendicular to Calle del Pozo beside the main church). He said they were inhabited 
by people from “outside” who had “different customs.” They’d play lots of games and were always 
really loud. But in more recent years, new resident foreigners have been calling the police on them 
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and so this behavior has changed to some degree. Here we see how symbolic boundaries are 
mapped onto geographic boundaries for residents within the neighborhood. Those residents living 
on the Callejones [tiny ally streets within the neighborhood] were made distinct through the use 
of moral and cultural boundaries. While they were technically residents they were from “outside,” 
suggesting that they were not true Getsemanisenses. Their culture and customs were deemed 
different from the Getsemanisenses.  
In other interviews, almost always in response to the question pertaining to people’s 
perceptions of crime in the neighborhood, Callejón Angosto came up with people saying things 
like, “yeh, at the corner of Callejón Angosto, where the shitty house of that woman, who came 
from a village in another department, always sold drugs.” Again there is an acknowledgment that 
there is criminal activity taking place and a simultaneous distancing by stating that the woman, in 
a poorly kept home, came from a village in another department. This was noted previously when 
people would state that prostitutes were not from the neighborhood. Another resident said, “Yes, 
it’s true that over there there are drug deals. But the whole world knows, the police, the whole 
world knows that over there, on Callejón Angosto you can find drugs.” Yet, none of this was 
mentioned by the person I interviewed at her home actually on Callejón Angosto. The knowledge 
of criminal activity seemed pretty pervasive so one wonders whether she did not mention it because 
of shame or fear, or since she was originally from an even more dangerous neighborhood outside 
of the center the criminal activity possibly appeared negligible in comparison.  
Franco went on to say that the plaza used to be very dangerous, full of gente vicioso [vicious 
people] and his mother would only allow him to go to the corner at the front of La Plaza. He said 
the Callejones (Angosto and Ancho) were always the places to get drugs and still are. To this day 
Franco says he knows certain people by face but not by name because that was the bad part of the 
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barrio with la gente mala [bad people] and he never went there. Again, moral boundaries are 
mapped onto spatial ones. But, according to Franco, the really dangerous corner of the plaza was 
the left side of the front of the church. He said it’s the coolest point in La Plaza and I finally realized 
that was why I always saw men laying out there. Back in the day the gangsters would play a game 
there called “Tablita.” Franco said they were all from El Mercado Público (the public market that 
was moved in 1978 to a different neighborhood, Bazurto, and replaced by the Convention Center). 
This was another very common association for interviewees, that most of the criminals that ended 
up in Getsemaní were coming from the public market. For example, one interviewee stated: 
The neighborhood has had its highs and lows. It has always had a drug problem. 
Initially because of the public market. People came to buy drugs and they would 
enter here and stay in Getsemaní. When the market left there were remnants of this 
[drugs]. And I think in all the neighborhoods here in Colombia they sell drugs. But 
people still see Getsemaní as the place for selling drugs because it always has but 
it is no longer selling drugs. Over there in those neighborhoods [richer 
neighborhoods of Manga and Boca Grande] they sell more drugs than here in 
Getsemaní. But we have always had to bear the infamy. 
 
 Franco said that the gangsters from the public market were what would be called 
champetuo. This is a word that gets used a lot to describe people who are considered from the 
street and behave in a manner that people find uncouth, hood, or ghetto. He said they would carry 
champetas, which are like machetes, and apparently from where the name is derived. So these 
guys would always have them and would pull them out at any minute to threaten people but they 
weren’t above putting them to use. They were dressed in bright colors, gaudy, “like a bright green 
shirt with orange pants.” They wore huge pronounced afros. And they carried a piece of wood that 
was an afro pick but it looked like a big champeta. They had their own language, jerga, or slang. 
It should be noted that the word champetuo, uncouth, lacking class and loud, is associated with 
those who wore pronounced afros. Like the word maluco described earlier, we again how these 
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symbolic associations are made between racialized groups and frowned upon physical appearance 
and comportment.  
 
The Tourists and Getsemaní  
 La Plaza is where tensions often come to a head. It’s late October and I’m cooking with a 
friend in the communal kitchen of my building when I hear a crowd of people hollering just outside. 
I run outside to find a huge mob of what looks like primarily skater kids and sex workers yelling 
“Suéltalo! [Let him go!]” in front of the police station, which sits diagonally from the building 
where I live and adjacent to the church. The group extends from the police station to La Plaza and 
they are fired up. I start asking some of the young men what had happened. It turns out that the 
young people were all skating at Muelle de los Pegasos, the former port of Cartagena that has an 
area made of bricks raised by four steps and sits between two winged Pegasus statues and the 
ocean. It is beside the Convention Center, in front of Camellón de los Mártires [Walk of the 
Martyrs] and about 100 meters from Getsemaní. It is where many young people skateboard, to the 
chagrin of the city officials and tourists, especially since the closing of El Parque del Centenario 
[Centennial Park] for renovations and the permanent closing of the skate park within it. One boy 
told me that the tourists were complaining and the police officer took away one of the skateboard 
kids and they felt he did absolutely nothing to justify being taken away. All the young regulars 
from the barrio were in the crowd like Hans, one of a pair of sixteen-year-old twins and “El Doctor” 
[The Doctor], a young man of about fifteen whom I had met in 2012 while with the older chess 
players. They had dubbed him as such because he had to drop out of elementary school.  
This ongoing conflict between the skaters and the city officials who are concerned about 
how the young people’s presence affects tourism is part of an ongoing battle for public space in 
Cartagena. The combination of the youth and many of the regular sex workers from around the bar 
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Quebra Canto on Calle Media Luna was a curious sight at first. But then I realized that the kids 
must have come charging onto Media Luna from Los Pegasos and the sex workers joined the cause 
by hopping into the procession to the police station on my street. What exactly motivated the sex 
workers to join them is uncertain. But these were the sex workers who frequent Calle Media Luna, 
some of whom were once regularly working the park now under renovation. As social actors in 
this field of urban change, like the skaters, being deemed unacceptable to occupy public space is 
clearly a relevant issue to the sex workers as well.   
One night Franco was explaining the whole chess tradition, which started in the barrio 
around 1980 when Lasama, a musician originally from Guatemala, began to teach people there. 
Franco said just two nights before, he and some of his fellow Gestemaní chess players, all men, 
had brought out seven tables to play chess near one of the arepa vendors. I had seen two tables the 
following night and he said they were trying to appropriarse el espacio [appropriate the space]. 
Franco said the week prior there had been a conflict because a local man with a baby could not 
pass by a paisa who had all his wares spread out to sell. There was also another conflict between 
a “cachaco” juggler who came very close to hitting people and residents said to him, “What are 
you going to do if you injure someone? You don’t have any money.” And in both stories Franco 
mentioned that people said they didn’t have a problem with money being made but they drew the 
line at how it was being done. They appeared to respect the work and maintenance of livelihood 
aspects of it, but the encroachment on others, their space and safety were causes for alarm and 
conflict. This was very similar to the sentiments expressed by Felipe when talking about business 
practices in the neighborhood. 
 Franco said having the woman from Bucaramanga (a city located in the central northern 
part of the country, southwest of Bolívar, the department in which Cartagena is located) who sells 
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her arepas made of corn [arepas de chocolo] move down a bit to sort of block the Argentines from 
taking over the space had been effective for some time but she hadn’t been around in a while to 
serve as this blockade. Franco said the Getsemanisenses have been telling the police to involve 
immigration because “these Argentines are illegally in the country and sleeping in the plaza and 
saying they are ecologists but there’s nothing green here!” The residents’ desire to involve 
immigration authorities suggests that the tourists have become an almost overwhelming presence. 
Residents complain of having no space to convene with one another, play chess and dominoes, or 
for their children to play. There is little integration between the native residents and the tourists, 
many of whom are white backpackers from Latin America and who appropriate the physical space 
of the plaza in a very different way than the vacation tourists from Europe and the US. During the 
first two months of the year backpackers began sprawling crafts such as jewelry and shoes within 
the plaza and on the corners that have traditionally been spaces for residents, thereby setting up 
almost semi-permanent residences, as Franco suggested.  
Chic bars, which did not even exist in 2012, now dot the plaza. These bring an entirely 
different cadre of people into the neighborhood. Elite Cartageneros and other Colombians who 
would have never stepped foot into Getsemaní before now fill the bars along with foreign tourists. 
One foreign hostel owner said that elite Cartageneros: 
Have always been scared to come here. Well the rich people have always been 
scared to come here because of the prostitutes, drug dealers and knife fights that 
have always been here. But that’s starting to change now because people realize 
that the bars have opened up, so people are starting to come here and it’s becoming 
more redeveloped and touristy. 
 
Again through such interactions of conflict and understanding we can witness how this process of 





The Expats, Investors and Getsemaní 
Interviewing the people I had grown to know in the barrio was the easier part of the field 
work process. They were typically helpful and curious about me or my work. The challenge lay in 
speaking with those I did not know, those that for whatever reason were not included in what had 
come to be my routine interactions. The first interview I had in someone’s home was in late 
January. I met Gustavo, the undergraduate student from the local university who had been 
converted from my Spanish tutor to my research assistant, in La Plaza close to 6pm. The boys of 
the barrio had the center of the plaza on lockdown. As I waited for Gustavo I unwittingly sat on 
the bench that was their soccer goal, which I only realized as the ball came flying towards my face 
and they gave me a look that was not apologetic but instead suggested I should have known better 
than to sit there. Gustavo arrived and had no issue with just walking up to people in their houses 
and asking them for an interview, which was great. Although born in Bogotá, his family was from 
Cartagena and it was where he had been raised following his birth. While he spoke fluent English 
and could teach the Spanish grammar coming out of the Real Academia Española, he could easily 
switch to the idioms and regional mannerism that were pure Cartagenero. We would only interview 
together once or twice but it was a tremendous step in helping me face the unknown in Getsemaní.  
We left the plaza down Calle del Pozo. Because many people from the neighborhood kept 
their front doors open it was easy to peak in to see whether someone was available to interview. 
But the first woman was sitting on her front step, which was also quite common. Her name was 
Maria Luisa. She wore a polo shirt and had relaxed hair in a ponytail and very smooth chocolately 
brown skin. She and the residents of the house were visibly using it as both a residential and 
commercial space. The house had a sign indicating they were selling glasses for COP$500-1,000 
($.25-$.50), which I could not quite make sense of. Drinking glasses? There were a lot of little 
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tchotchke-type of items in a glass case in her living room, where her television, chairs and center 
table also sat.  
Using one’s house for commerce was once a small-scale practice for the majority who took 
it on, intended to sell primarily to fellow residents, but has since become the norm in the barrio to 
sell food and other items to both residents and the tourists who were teeming in the space. The 
conversion of urban land uses within the community has been stark. Residents who do not have 
the means to maintain their homes financially are converting to stores, hotels, boutiques and 
restaurants. The commercialization of the space means that the community becomes more transient 
and whatever resources are left are there to accommodate the needs of this transient population 
who can afford to spend far more than the native residents. The San Diego neighborhood, also in 
the historic center, is often given as a prime example of a neighborhood that was once primarily 
residential and has been converted into an almost strictly commercialized space. Many residents 
openly express fear that Getsemaní will soon go the way of San Diego, which is why Felipe was 
adamant about stressing that Getsemaní is a residential neighborhood, not a commercial one. 
In speaking with Maria Luisa the latest script when referring to the barrio became evident, 
making me wish I had recorded interviews more during my first trip in 2011 because I am certain 
that the conversations were quite different. When I used the word “gentrification” in 2011 to 
express the process that appeared to be in its nascent stages but quite obviously unfolding in the 
barrio, people looked at me as if I were speaking in tongues. Now the word “gentrification” 
[gentrificación] is thrown about so much that people even play on it and call the change process 
in Getsemaní “Getsemanificación.” Maria Luisa spoke a lot about tourism and used what I would 
later realize are the three primary buzzwords associated with Getsemaní right now, “cultura, 
artistica y historico” [cultural, artistic and historic]. At some point she even said that the people 
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were historic which is when I began to surmise that she was just repeating what she believed she 
had heard. These words stand as sort of empty signifiers, words “devoid of meaning and thus 
susceptible of receiving any meaning at all” (Lévi-Strauss, 1987[1950], p. 55). 
Maria Luisa was born and raised in the neighborhood 35 years ago and remembers how 
the neighborhood once was and the negative reputation it carried. Like many residents, she 
attributes the crime and shadow cast upon Getsemaní to the now demolished public market. Maria 
Luisa and many other residents are contesting negative representations by attempting to stage a 
positive character of this stigmatized place. Many residents are using counter narratives describing 
the neighborhood as a cultural arts center and rescuing the historic memory of the neighborhood 
as a site of social and political resistance of free Blacks and mulatto artisans in the fight for liberty 
during the revolution against Spain in 1811. They often describe Getsemanisenses as 
“trabajadores” [workers] and “luchadores” [fighters], which runs counter to the many direct or 
indirect references to their indolence. 
When they are not contesting negative representations by speaking positively about 
themselves, native residents often juxtapose their behavior to that of the foreign tourists. For 
example, one day I was casually speaking with Matteo, whom I had always assumed was queer. 
He had been living in Getsemaní for 18 years and talked to me freely about the neighborhood. He 
thinks that foreigners are too liberal and disrespectful. “They seem to think it is okay for gay people 
to make out in front of children, families and the church.” He says this with emphasis, disbelief 
and shock, the kind of way you could picture a stereotypical woman of the old southern gentry 
saying while clutching her pearls. He said that the plaza represented a space for families from 
outside of the barrio and from within to socialize. He brought up the lesbian tourists who were 
drinking and allegedly making out in front of the church, a story that I had heard a number of times 
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casually by residents, meant to emphasize what Matteo would then say. “They had no respect! 
People from Getsemaní would never do that. NGOs come and they want everyone to share their 
libertine ways, doing as they please. It’s a disaster!”  
Here we see the sort of distinctions made between those from the barrio and those from 
abroad, whom Matteo considers morally quite different from residents. He told me his sex life is 
personal and that he doesn’t need to share his sexual orientation publically (although I witnessed 
him openly flirt playfully with the men of the barrio and police officers who pass him regularly). 
So while there is not a direct castigation of people’s sexual orientation, there is a clear moral 
boundary placed around how people perform their sexual orientations in public. 
In an interview with Paul, the bar owner previously mentioned, when describing what he 
had heard about the neighborhood prior to moving there in 2012 said: 
I’d heard that it was dangerous. It had the same feeling, look and feel of the old city, 
but it was somehow left untouched by foreign investment until 10 years ago. That 
people started to take a look at Getsemaní. So what I heard was almost nothing. That 
here is where you got drugs. Here is where Havana Cafe opened like 8 years ago and it 
was the place to come to Cartagena to have a good time but a part from that you 
wouldn’t come here unless you wanted drugs or something because it was not a safe 
neighborhood. 
 
This again speaks to the image that Getsemanisenses are working to combat. The idea that people 
have long perceived it as a place for fun, drugs and alcohol.   
Constantine is a European who has been living in Cartagena for two years. He owns three 
homes in Getsemaní but resides in the upper class neighborhood of Boca Grande and is opening a 
business in Getsemaní. The following are excerpts from our interview which highlights 
perspectives some foreigners have of the benefits of being in Cartagena and the value placed on 
other foreigners: 
And I enjoy life here. I enjoy the rhythm of life here. I feel very free here. I can do 
whatever I want, respecting the law and everything. (You don't feel that sense in 
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Country?). No, not the same thing. (Why do you think it’s different)? Because in 
Country, at least where I live, it’s important the way you dress up during the day. 
It’s important the kind of job you have, the profession you have. In a certain way 
superficial. Here I feel very free and comfortable. I can sit on the platform outside 
of here just sitting here; looking at the people walking by and no one pays attention 
to me.  
 
In sharing what Constantine seems to find appealing about Cartagena we can see how his image 
of Cartagena compares to that of his native place of origin. He feels that there are not the kinds of 
cultural and social constraints placed upon him in Cartagena as they are in his European nation.  
When asked how he believed the city and tourism boards saw the neighborhood, White 
foreign hostel owner, Eric, stated:  
Well I mean they wanna change it. I know they want to change it. I’ve spoken to 
um counselors that say right ‘gotta get rid of that shithole out there. It’s terrible. 
We’re getting complaints from the tourists. We’ve gotta change it.’ So I know that 
they wanna gentrify it because they’ll have more money, more tax money for them. 
Get rid of the problem people, the supposed problem people and uh yeh make it, 
gentrify all of the city center. Which for me takes away what Getsemaní is and why 
the people come here in the first place to a degree. I know for a fact; I’ve had one 
guy tell me in plaza Trinidad ‘have you seen plaza Trinidad? There are three pizza 
places there and look at the people just sell that stuff there. It’s horrible. We get so 
many complaints about how dirty Plaza de la Trinidad is and we’ve gotta change it. 
We’ve gotta change it and get rid of those people and change it and pull it around.’” 
 
Eric, as previously discussed, was very clear about the racial and economic composition of the 
community. However, he recites government officials’ culturally based arguments to explain the 
standing of minorities to others with economic and political capital. Such cultural racism justifies 
the perceived devaluation and disposability and long-term residents. 
In late September, I sat with an elderly woman and asked why all of the plastic white chairs 
were being brought out from the church into the plaza. She explained that the junior pageant was 
set to start with teenage girls of around fifteen years of age from Getsemaní competing with those 
from other barrios. I went home and when I returned I managed to catch three teenage girls as they 
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stood on the ledge above the stairs in front of the church. One was wearing a lime green bikini top 
and sparkly bathing suit-like bottom with a tiny fringe covering. I was taken aback by her partial 
nudity, especially compared to the other two girls. She made their micro-shorts and tank tops 
appear modest. The girl in the bikini had won and the performances were set to begin, which was 
slightly odd given my very limited and particular understanding of pageantry, because it meant 
that her win was not based upon the performance. This winner performed with two teenage boys 
and began with a sock hop number but eventually moved into different forms of dance, salsa, hip-
hop etc. The latter moving the crowd a bit more than the sock hop. 
I stood with three White women expatriates from Australia and the UK, two of which 
worked with youth in Cartagena. They were somewhat drunk from their bottle of Medellín rum 
and just ran off joke after joke about those in the pageant. One was about the girl being half dressed 
and gyrating sexually on the steps of the church. They imitated some of the dancing at one point, 
quite obviously to anyone watching. And I slowly almost moonwalked away to disassociate from 
them. As an ethnographer living in the neighborhood, I was well aware of the spotlight constantly 
shone upon me. And I was not about to let my association with them ruin my very precarious 
community standing. Plus, I just truly could not understand how some of the jokes could be made 
so publically and so shamelessly. It simply highlighted the different positions between us all within 
this field. Them as White women expats. Me as this pseudo resident, transient, foreign, Black 
Latina, working within the neighborhood. And the “native” residents whom shared a mutual, but 
not equal, gaze with us all.  
There are informal and formal mechanisms for displacement. The principal ways to start 
to exclude informally are with aesthetic prejudices. People end up wanting to liberate the space for 
the beautification and modification of things deemed socially unacceptable. The way the women 
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were, through their joking, constructing a moral and cultural boundary of acceptability exhibits the 
kind of cultural clashes that can develop in spaces where groups with dramatically different 
expectations of what is deemed appropriate come in close contact with one another. Those from 
abroad saw this display as vulgar. The manner in which the jokes were made suggested a heavy 
air of superiority and that there was something “uncivilized” about what was happening, yet typical 
for these almost “primitive” people. These pageants represented some of the few instances left 
where the majority of attendees in La Plaza were those native to Cartagena. But it became very 
clear that there will soon be no room for these types of activities given shifts in the population to 
those with differing systems of value, those who have the power to make such shifts.  
Getsemanisenses assert that none of the prostitutes are from the neighborhood, neither are 
the drug dealers or consumers. They are hard workers with a great deal of cultural value 
responsible for the last “real barrio” left in Cartagena. This rhetorical strategy, where Getsemaní 
residents constantly attest to the piety of the community, becomes more logical through the lens 
of the aforementioned interactions and conversations with recent transplants from white spaces in 
Colombia and abroad. How much of what is being expressed is about the politics of recognition, 
the idea that in order to gain the respect of those who have shunned them, marginalized native 
residents must be sufficiently respectable and redefine who they are to fit within the bounds of 
who is deemed worthy of respect? Must residents rewrite a past of what is considered deviant 
behavior and make certain that it is understood that the present deviant behavior is due to the latest 
outsiders, the tourists and other outsiders?  
In theory it behooves the community to recreate their image to prevent displacement since 
their low racial and class position in the social hierarchy makes their community vulnerable to 
devaluation of the land and rapid transformation. Yet by destigmatizing themselves as a 
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community, as a racial and ethnic group, and as a region, they will make their neighborhood “cool” 
and safe enough for others to consume at will. The politics of recognition end up serving as 





Chapter 5  
 
Racial Attachment Processes:  
The discursive detachment of race from gentrification 
 
Introduction 
Claudio said that I was mistaken. His impending displacement and that of his fellow 
community residents of Getsemaní in Cartagena, Colombia had nothing to do with race and 
everything to do with class. His challenge following my presentation before friends, community 
residents and scholars did not surprise me. Claudio is hardly alone in believing class to be the 
primary, if not only, stratifying principal throughout Latin America. Yet my research consistently 
showed that the places in which people like Claudio lived were organized hierarchically by race.  
Gentrification is the process of spatial, economic and social restructuring that involves the 
(1) reinvestment of capital, (2) social upgrading of locale by incoming high income groups, (3) 
landscape change and, (4) direct or indirect displacement of low income groups (Davidson and 
Lees 2005, p. 1170). Race is a mediating factor in the gentrification process. In racialized spaces, 
race configures why particular groups are first excluded from some neighborhoods and driven to 
inhabit others. Race is also key to the economic, political and social capital disparities between 
those incumbent to these spaces and those who later supplant them. How then has race become 
elided in the aggregation of factors constituting the gentrification process?   
To solve this puzzle, I introduce the theory of Racial Attachment Processes (RAP) (Figure 
5.1), which is the addition or removal of race as a constitutive component in the interpersonal, 
organizational and/or structural processes and relations that stratify social life. This concept can 
be employed when examining both discursive and material practices. The former involves a 
discourse analysis of individuals or groups and their ordering schemas related to the social 
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category of race. The latter entails an analysis of how individual, organizational or institutional 







































Figure 5.1: Racial Attachment Processes 
This chapter is an example of the utility of the theory of Racial Attachment Processes in 
social analyses. I employ it as a framework for understanding how individuals reconcile Latin 
American discourses that suggest that race is not a primary stratifying principle, with the material 
spatial realities of racial hierarchies that counter such discourses. I discuss four features of the RAP 
concept. The most paramount here, structural racial detachment (SRD), is defined as the removal 
of race as a constitutive component in structural processes and relations that stratify social life. In 
this case, it ultimately eliminates racism as an accepted basis of social hierarchies and systems of 
oppression. Structural racial detachment is not necessarily a conscious means to rebuke the 
reification of race; that is, resistance to the ideological, biological or process oriented concept of 
racialization. Instead, structural racial detachment can frequently naturalize social divisions, 
remove racism as a component structure of discrimination, and mask the power relations and 
repercussions of racial categorization.  
I begin this work by demonstrating that people accept race as a salient category of 
difference in day-to-day social interactions, what I term interpersonal racial attachment (IRA). I 
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then move into the ways actors in various social locations discursively and selectively remove the 
notion of race from social difference along multiple vectors. I first look at the ways people employ 
organizational racial attachment (ORA) and detachment (ORD) when assessing neighborhoods 
and regions based upon racial categories. I find that a racialized geography locating blackness in 
key regions and time periods results in the attachment of race to specific places and the detachment 
of race from others. Through examples of structural racial detachment, I then reveal how Latin 
American racial ideology ensconces racist practices and leads people to detach race from the 
politics of discrimination. Finally, in an assay of how people understand varied forms of 
displacement, I reveal how capitalism’s “invisible hand” functions as the colorblind force behind 
gentrification-induced displacement, making the hapless dislocation of residents not about their 
racialized identities, but market preferences unrelated to race.  
Through this explication, I establish how framing race as an object that individuals, groups 
or institutions can attach or detach is a non-essentializing process. “Race” is not an inseparable 
element of people, groups or social relations, but an object that does social work. This work differs 
depending on the manifold ways actors apply it, contingent largely upon culture, power and its 
utility.  
 
Urban Ethnography and Perceptions of Racism in Latin America 
A number of race scholars have ethnographically explored how those in Latin America 
interpret racial frameworks in the context of Black political mobilization. Hanchard (1998) 
discusses how Latin American, specifically Brazilian, exceptionalist discourses result in the “non-
politicization of race” in spite of pervasive and significant racially-based inequalities. Twine 
(1998) explores impediments to the mobilization of nonelites and nonactivists in anti-racist 
movements in Brazil by directly asking how they understand and manage their restricted notions 
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of racism. I build upon such work by exploring understandings of race and racism as they relate to 
social and spatial inequalities and do so almost exclusively without directly inquiring about race, 
racism, gender or class in order to allow people to highlight those categories and relations that are 
salient to them. 
This work provides an ethnographic account of the gentrification process and its 
relationship to race and racism in Latin America and makes three fundamental contributions. First, 
this chapter presents an alternative to the binary of racialization and deracialization, demonstrating 
how these processes can operate simultaneously within the same space. Second, by explicating 
how residents make sense of colorblind dogma in spite of a visible racial hierarchy which 
contradicts it, this chapter demonstrates how people discursively reconcile seeming contradictions. 
Finally, it demonstrates how the detachment of race from understandings of Colombian socio-
spatial, political, and economic relations elides the material consequences of racism and obscures 
the relationship between racial domination and social inequality. Placing race at the forefront of 
ethnographic work on urban displacements matters broadly as marginalized groups throughout the 
globe, who are often racialized, become increasingly vulnerable to the detrimental social, 
economic and political effects of globalization and neoliberal development policies. 
 
Empirical Findings 
Interpersonal Racial Attachment  
The racial categories of White, Black, Indigenous, Asian or Pacific Islander are not always 
utilized in everyday conversations in Colombia. However, the physical attributes associated with 
such constructed categories are regularly employed and used when providing descriptions of 
others. For example, while waiting for a friend in La Plaza in Getsemaní I overheard a woman 
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describe a man as “el moreno con pelo indio,” [The dark-skinned or brown guy (presumably of 
African descent) with Indian hair]. In addition to descriptions, nicknames for those considered 
Black, negro or Afro-descendant are often based upon phenotypes and stereotypes, for example, 
“negro bembon” (black with thick lips), “carbon” (carbon), Coca-Cola, Chocorramo (a Colombian 
chocolate dessert company), “la mona/el mono” (the monkey), “caca” (shit) and “diablo” (devil), 
etc. Such nicknames in Colombia reproduce racist thinking by ridiculing, animalizing, 
hypersexualizing and stereotyping Blacks (Restrepo, 2007). Through them, people define and 
articulate a spectrum of acceptability and make the racial hierarchy visible in daily social life.  
Speaking on a regular basis with people about romantic and sexual partnership selection in 
Colombia constantly brought to the fore the reality of how such preferences reflect both racial and 
national hierarchies and the deeply embedded blanqueamiento [whitening] ideology (see Chapter 
1). For example, when standing with men from the neighborhood, one of around 50, who by 
Cartagena standards is considered White, and calls himself Van Halen, started whistling at a young 
teenage girl walking by. We had all had enough conversations about costeño street harassment for 
me to comfortably give him and his friend, 28-year-old Julio, both a look that implied “seriously? 
Knock it off.” Julio then says to me, “Van Halen likes the negritas.” And he kept repeating it with 
a big smile, as if it were some unique quirk to have because it ran counter to established constructed 
Eurocentric standards of beauty. 
One afternoon in La Plaza I interviewed a young man, Yamil, from Getsemaní. He is in his 
20s, with a golden-brown complexion and faded cut into his somewhat tightly coiled hair. His 
facial features and name suggest he is partially of Arab descent, likely a product of the Syrian, 
Palestinian, and Lebanese migration to the region since the late 1880s. He gave a description of 
what his ideal partner looks like:  
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I’d like a lot of things, but ideally 1.65 meters (5’4”) … The color isn’t important. 
Well, not too dark. Light or blonde, light or blonde (pause) or wheat-colored/tawny 
[Clara o rubia. Clara o rubia…o trigueña], but not dark, with curly or straight hair.  
 
In spite of adhering to a plural racial categorization system, the hierarchical nature of the 
pigmentocracy still means that having darker skin is deemed unacceptable, as Yamil made plain. 
Telles (2014) has shown that skin color serves as a key stratifying variable in Latin America and 
social disadvantages are correlated with successively darker skin tones. Costas Vargas (2004) 
found that color spectrums determine social privileges and are predicated on the racial categories 
from which they come.   
Following our discussion, Yamil invited over the man selling empanadas in La Plaza. 
Matteo is in his 40s, very visibly of Indigenous descent with dark red-brown skin and straight 
black hair worn to his ears. In a later formal interview with Matteo, he would define his 
racial/ethnic classification by saying, “I am Indian, but a cute Indian” [Soy Indio, pero Indio lindo- 
emphasis his], a statement which highlights the normalized hierarchy of beauty and suggests it is 
not commonplace to consider an Indigenous person as attractive.  
One night a man in his early 30s from Cartagena, working at a bar in Getsemaní heavily 
frequented by foreign tourists, naturalized his preferences by throwing up his hands and professing, 
“I can’t help it. I have a thing for White girls!” On another in this same bar, a man in his late 20s 
from Cartagena, told me while starry-eyed and with a smile that he “can be strong with Colombian 
girls but with foreigners (i.e. whites from Europe, the US, Australia/New Zealand)” he’s “just 
weak.” In a similar vein, Streicker (1995) found that “the language of physical appearance in 
Cartagena exalts European/blanco standards of taste while denigrating those of non-European 
origin” (61). He witnessed the following exchange about mate selection and procreation between 
young women from Cartagena.  
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Lupe teased her cousin about having a negro boyfriend. The cousin bridled, 
disputing the charge. Lupe sat back in her chair and sighed, ‘I want to have a really 
white son [un hijo blanquito], with straight hair and blue eyes.’ ‘You’ll have a fat, 
negro one with kinky hair,’ her cousin laughed. (60) 
 
This section provides examples of interpersonal racial attachment in Cartagena. It shows 
that race is a legible category and how the racial hierarchy becomes normalized through everyday 
parlance. While race as a social construct may be more ambiguous in Latin America than it is in 
the United States, a triangular racial class order persists, placing whiteness/Europeanness at the 
top and blackness and Indianness at the bottom. This racial order closely maps on to the existing 
class order (Gutiérrez Azopardo, 1980; Wade, 1993), making it crucial to gentrification processes.  
  
Organizational Racial Attachment and Detachment 
To construct a composite of the processes and relations which residents associate with race, 
I continue with an assessment of how people articulate the connections between racialized groups 
and physical space. Such associations are partially grounded in the Colombian discourse around 
regional differentiation, which is both racialized and gendered (Appelbaum, 2003), with region 
serving as, “a powerful language of cultural and racial differentiation” (Wade 1993, p. 19). This 
regionalism was made evident in Chapter 4.  
Relationships between race and space in Colombia are also shaped by how race is often 
categorized employing the mestizaje [“race mixture”] ideology (see Chapter 1). The mestizaje 
ideology creates a plural stratification system that allows for a social distancing from the often-
stigmatized racial category of black and the selective detachment of race from places such as 
Colombia’s Atlantic Coast. As Wade (2000) notes, identity on Colombia’s Atlantic Coast is greatly 
constituted by race and is often relationally and circumstantially defined. “Things costeño [Atlantic 
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Coast] can be black or not black- or more or less black- at times or in different contexts, or even 
in the same time and same place, depending on what one wants to see” (Wade, 2000, p. 43).  
The plastic manner of defining place by race was evident in interviews. When questioned 
about presentations of local culture, a few Getsemaní neighborhood residents attached racialized 
blackness to the region, city and neighborhood. They defined the Atlantic Coast as an Afro-
descendant place with comments such as, “most of the Coast is of the Black race [la raza negra]. 
95% are brown [morenos].” People also described Cartagena as an Afro-descendant city saying 
things like, “This is a city of Blacks and Indians.” The same kinds of things were said referring to 
the community of Getsemaní. For example, “African descent and culture are represented a lot here 
in Getsemaní.”  
Interviewees also regularly harked back to the notion of mestizaje by describing places as 
“mixed” or by detaching defined singular racial categories from Cartagena and the local 
community. For example, when asked whether a person dressed in blackface represented the 
neighborhood, one Getsemaní resident said, “No, because there is everything here. It’s not only 
these kinds of people. You find all colors, all races, here.” Another Getsemaní resident said, “It 
represents Cartagena. Well, we could say yes, a little, although there is a lot of mixture. But there 
is also a lot of blackness.” Residents often identified the Pacific Coast as being authentically Black 
and therefore relationally defined the Atlantic Coast or those from multiple regions as “mixed”. 
For example, one resident, Jorge said: 
Here on the Caribbean Coast a different phenomenon occurred than on the Pacific. 
The Pacific black is pure black (emphasis his). You see less of a mixture of black 




Another, when describing his race and ethnicity said, “I’m a mixture. My mother is from 
Antioquia, a trigueña [swarthy, wheat-colored]. My father is black, a Chocoano [Person from 
Chocó on the Pacific Coast].” 
Interviews reveal that residents also consider Palenque a quintessentially Black place. 
Located 70km from Cartagena, El Palenque de San Basilio is one of the known maroon villages 
established in the Atlantic region by formerly enslaved people of African descent who rebelled 
between the 16th and 18th centuries (Moñino and Schwegler, 2002). When asked whether 
photographs of independence festival participants dressed in blackface to depict women from 
Palenque represented Cartagena, residents made comments like, “This represents this area only a 
little. It represents the Black region more. Those people are a color that is really quite dark.” 
Another said, “The people they represent have black skin and so they do this to personify these 
people.” 
Cartagena served as one of the primary slaving ports for the influx of enslaved Africans in 
seventeenth century colonial Spanish America (Meisel Roca, 1980; Vila, 1977). In interviews, 
blackness in Cartagena also appeared relegated to this epoch when slavery existed in Colombia 
(around 1580-1851). When asked whether blackfaced characters represented their local 
geographies, residents made comments such as, “Yes, this represents the old period.” “Yes, there 
were a lot Blacks here.” “Yes, because history tells us slaves lived here. Those slaves who built us 
all the prettiness that we now enjoy.” Similar discursive patterns can be seen among urban residents 
in Puerto Rico (see, Dinzey-Flores, 2013; Godreau, 2008). Sandra Soler Castillo (2009) conducted 
extensive textual analyses of Colombian school and notes that Blacks are erased from Colombian 
geography and history except when reference is made to their talent for sports or music. This 
suggests Blacks are not an important part of Colombia’s contemporary social, economic and 
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political development, a point which is crucial when assessing the relationships between 
neighborhoods presently inhabited by those of African descent and gentrification-induced 
displacement. 
 I also suggest that it is this attachment of territorial rights to rural Pacific Coast blackness 
that reduces the likelihood of Blacks organizing around urban Atlantic Coast blackness to contest 
displacement. As stated by Roberts (2011), “race is a political system that governs people by 
sorting them into social groupings based on invented biological demarcations,” (p.4). As a result 
of the invented rules of this political category in the 1993 Colombian census, the majority of both 
urban and rural people of African descent were invisibilized, as they were not counted on the basis 
of culture and phenotype but only on the basis of “cultural” self-identity (Giraldo, Viafra Lopez & 
Vigoya, 2014, p. 94). And while the 2005 Colombian Constitution based blackness around both 
culture and phenotype there has yet to be any real territorial claims made on the basis of race and 
culture in Cartagena. Both blackness and territorial rights are largely associated with rural spaces 
on the Pacific Coast. I suggest that in this way urban displacement as a result of gentrification is 
not thought to be related to ethnoracial composition because to many the distinct situation of rural 
rights is so starkly different from the urban political rights of those on the Atlantic coast. If as 
Wade (1993) contends, and the Colombian government was primarily concerned with the 
development of the resource-rich Pacific region when passing Transitory Article 55 and Law 70, 
then the premium placed on urban space cities like Cartagena on the Atlantic coast means it would 
not behoove the state to support territorial rights based around Afro-descendency as it had done in 
order to facilitate development in the Pacific region. The government may feel it relevant to attach 
race to the Pacific region, while not attaching it to the Atlantic.  
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According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), as of 
December 2014, 5,840,590 people were registered as being internally displaced due to the civil 
conflict in Colombia. These displaced persons were primarily from the Pacific region. Because of 
this association again between the rural Pacific and displacement, many do not associate urban 
gentrification-related displacement with actual displacement. When asked by residents about my 
project people often questioned my use of the word desplazado (displaced) and desplazamiento 
(displacement). The particular way in which both displacement and Blackness have become 
identified with primarily rural spaces, the former being concretized through legislation and the 
latter as a function of the extent of rural displacement which has occurred throughout Colombia 
(and disproportionately affecting Afro-descendants) due to the civil conflict, strengthens the ability 
to detach of blackness from Cartagena.  
Unlike places like El Chocó on the Colombian Pacific Coast where Black space has been 
concretized through legislation for territorial rights, or El Palenque de San Basilio whose socio- 
geographic identity has been attached to its formerly enslaved Black founders, Cartagena’s 
racialized identity is often ambiguous and contingent upon the point of comparison. The racialized 
identity of the neighborhood of Getsemaní within Cartagena often follows a similar pattern. 
According to 2007 statistics from the Center for Regional Economic Studies, Bank of the 
Republic- Cartagena (Pérez Valbuena, 2007), the Black population in Getsemaní was zero per 
cent. This suggests that either Getsemaní residents are not self-identifying or they do not meet the 
criteria being used to measure this racialized category. 
People’s socio-spatial framings, which selectively detach race based upon relational 
definitions of blackness, have resulted in the locus of the study, Getsemaní, being effectively 
racialized as non-Black by many residents. Such a subjective attachment of race to place does not 
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serve to liberate the neighborhood from the stigma of racialized blackness, which constitutes and 
is constituted by the racial hierarchy. Instead, it masks the relationship between racial and 
neighborhood devaluation and displacement. If people do not recognize their community as being 
externally “raced” in particular ways then they will not recognize such a socio-spatial labeling as 
contributing to spatial change. 
 
Structural Racial Detachment: The Politics of Discrimination  
Racism invisibilization frames. By detaching race from discussions about inequality, 
prejudice and discrimination, rhetorical devices can depoliticize race and serve as the mechanisms 
through which the causes and material consequences of structural racism are invisibilized. 
Interviews and participant observation revealed that there are two primary racial frames that stem 
from Latin American racial ideologies that long-term residents, non-residents and neighborhood 
newcomers discursively employ: the minimization of racism and the use of cultural racism.  
Minimization. Racism in Latin American is regularly minimized through a focus on 
prejudice, which is not systemic. Any disparities that could be considered to reflect racial 
inequality are regarded as the products of class dynamics (Bonilla-Silva, [2003] 2010). People 
often embrace the language of race, as demonstrated earlier, but say that it is generally of no 
consequence to outcomes, particularly to those where an economic explanation can be facilely 
made. 
In addition to the denigrating stereotypes of Blacks mentioned in the earlier discussion of 
interpersonal racial attachment, further illustrations were visible during carnival and independence 
festivals on the Colombian Atlantic Coast. In Cartagena, people openly talk about the “blackness” 
and “Africanness” of those who perform in blackface but typically consider such displays 
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meaningless, if not positive. For example, a resident of Getsemaní, 58-year-old Edgar, said that 
those in blackface were making exaggerated facial expressions because “they characterize a 
monkey.” When I asked what he thought of this and the blackface painting he said, “Nooo, it’s 
good. It just reminds everybody in Cartagena that most of us come from Blacks.” Edgar makes an 
association between blackness and monkeys, however, not only is the racism inherent in this 
relationship minimized, the correlation is deemed as positive.  
A few residents did express some discomfort with the images but would not identify the 
discomfort as relating to race. For example, another long-term resident, 28-year-old Julio said, “I 
don’t really find it amusing...I think it looks like a human chimpanzee. I don’t think it’s good to 
make those faces to represent the celebrations.”  A resident is again making the association 
between those painted in blackface and monkeys, an iconographic representation which has 
historically been employed since Europeans first had contact with Africans to bolster growing 
biological tropes “that peoples of African descent were innately lazy, aggressive, dim, 
hypersexual, and in need of benevolent control” (Goff et al. 2008, p. 292-3). Yet, instead of saying 
it is not positive to represent Black people in this way, Julio states that it is not good to represent 
the celebrations as such. About the harm to Black people, he is silent, thereby minimizing the 
maligning of those of African descent.   
Cultural racism. Cultural racism as defined by Ryan (1976) and Bonilla-Silva ([2003] 
2010) describes the ways culturally based arguments are employed to explain the standing of 
minorities in society. Those on Colombia’s Caribbean Coast have long been depicted as having a 
dramatically different and inferior culture when compared to other regions considered “whiter” in 
Colombia. Yet coded language couched in ideals about culture and comportment allows for the 
discussion of groups without explicitly identifying the racialized categories well known to be 
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associated with regions and neighborhoods. For example, in a number of interviews people 
discussed the cultural boundaries between those from places associated with whiteness, such as 
Colombia’s interior (which includes Bogotá and Medellín), and those from places often associated 
with blackness and mixedness, such as Colombia’s Atlantic Coast. In one with Paul, a business-
owner in Getsemaní and native of Bogotá, after speaking favorably about the neighborhood by 
adhering to a fairly typical script about authenticity, Paul went on to say: 
But this is a very lazy society. (Colombia or Cartagena?). No, as in the Coast. And I 
think it’s because of the weather. Me, I’m from Bogotá. I now understand the slow pace 
people have that live here. The weather six months of the year has a humidity of over 
eighty-five per cent. It’s very hard. So it’s a lazy society and that reflects on the people. 
The labor isn’t good. It’s hard to find good employees… The other thing is the lack of 
culture, of education. So these people are lazy and they don’t have any interests. So 
you see them all day long sitting on the porches doing shit. Doing nothing.  
 
Paul articulates a common trope about the laziness and lack of culture of those on the Coast and 
makes a comparison to the interior of Colombia. Paul’s comments are reminiscent of those of 
famed Colombian scientist, Francisco José de Caldas, who following a discussion of how the 
climate was partially responsible for the “slow-wittedness, barbarism and ignorance” of Blacks in 
Colombia, went on to say that the Black is, “lazy, he hardly knows life’s comforts…At times 
idolater…he spends his days in laziness and ignorance,” (as quoted in Cunin, 2003, p. 71).  
However, note that unlike de Caldas, Paul never mentions race. A legacy of racialized geography 
that attaches negative stereotypes to the Atlantic Coastal region and its racialized inhabitants 
makes it unnecessary to make explicit references to race.  
Constantine is European and has been living in Cartagena for a few years. The following 
excerpts highlight the value foreigners place on one another. When asked about the changes he has 
witnessed in the neighborhood Constantine shared the following: 
First, we have seen the police in the barrio. Then some people moved, you 
understand what I mean? Moved from here to other barrios… foreigners like me 
144 
 
have replaced them, somebody else. So the barrio looks safe. Not 100 per cent but 
I would say 80 per cent for sure.  
 
Constantine connects the police presence, which has increased since (or because of) the 
neighborhood transformation, and the supplanting of native residents by foreigners with a marked 
improvement in safety. Repeated conversations about a history of crime and violence in the 
neighborhood have the effect of making any changes in the composition of the neighborhood, such 
as with an influx of foreigners, appear as welcomed positive changes. His affinity for foreigners 
and their believed favorable behaviors becomes more evident as the conversation ensues:  
(Historically, who have the native Getsemanisenses [residents of Getsemaní] 
been?) Nice people, friendly. I can only say good things. (Do you find it difficult to 
rent your homes here?) No, I would say the opposite. It’s quite easy. People are 
always looking for places or houses to stay. (Who are your tenants typically?) 
Foreigners. (Do you prefer foreigners?) Yes, yes. (Why?) Foreigners are more 
respectful of the properties, more polite, see what I mean? (Do you advertise?) No. 
Somebody calls me, “I have a friend from Holland.” 
 
Constantine has a clear preference for “foreigners” (i.e. whites from Europe, the US, 
Australia/New Zealand), but he alleges that it is the inferior culture of local residents that is his 
standard of judgment. Such restrictions on rentals to local people would combine with the 
displacement of Getsemanisenses to further racially and economically segregate Cartagena. 
Cultural racism justifies the perceived devaluation and disposability of local residents while on the 
surface detaching race from such practices. 
According to developers, gentrifiers, as well as the Cartagena elite, those considered 
“native” to Getsemaní do not have the economic, social and cultural capital to make them worthy 
of staying in the neighborhood. As a community of poor Afro-descendants, Getsemanisenses are 
undesirable and incapable of contributing to the enhancement of the place because they lack the 
means, proper work ethic, aesthetic, moral values and wherewithal to do so. However, the 
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minimization of racism and cultural racism superficially detach race from such political beliefs in 
spite of the fact that racism is inherent to them.  
Structural Racial Detachment: Economic processes  
Thus far, I have shown how the selective detachment of race from space at various levels, 
and the detachment of race from the politics of discrimination can foster an interpretive space 
where residents of Getsemaní understand processes of gentrification as detached from their racial 
underpinnings. The third context from which people detach race is economics. I found that this 
detachment is made possible by two primary factors. The first is that the high correlation between 
race and class in Colombia (Wade, 1993) allows residents to discuss class without race and 
therefore detach race from economic processes. The need to plainly refer to race is also obviated 
at times because discussions of class often imply racial differences, as Streicker (1995) found in 
Cartagena.  
The other factor is how people conceive of the catalysts of displacement. Long-term 
residents mentioned three sources of residential displacement: 1) displacement by armed conflict, 
2) removal by government force due to urban redevelopment projects, and 3) displacement due to 
market pressures and a concomitant increase in taxes and services. The former two causes have 
clearly identifiable displacers, which distinguish them from the more inconspicuous cause in the 
third case, the “invisible hand” of capitalism. I discuss the latter two as they decidedly refer to 
economic processes and are therefore more germane to the discussion of gentrification.  
Removal by government force. The neighborhood of Chambacú was once located near 
Getsemaní, between the walled city and The Castle of Saint Phillip (San Felipe). In the 1950s, the 
state and local government believed that the impoverished slum of Chambacú, comprised of 
primarily Afro-Colombian residents (over ninety-five per cent), was its greatest threat to achieving 
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material progress from the tourism industry. It was regularly identified as a problem for the city of 
Cartagena as its inhabitants were consistently characterized as immoral, violent, drug-addicted and 
promiscuous and it was removed in 1971 (Deávila, 2008). The depiction of Getsemaní by 
Cartagena residents, government officials and the media for decades has closely mimicked that of 
Chambacú. Nevertheless, as opposed to seeing the similarity between the removal of Chambacú 
and the imminent displacement of Getsemaní residents, of the only three residents who mentioned 
the neighborhood of Chambacú at all, two did so to reinforce its negative reputation and distinguish 
it from Getsemaní. One long-term resident in her 50s, Mirta, stated: 
They had bad customs. They came to live here because Getsemaní was always a 
neighborhood of working and honest people. But following the transfer (of 
Chambacú residents) this neighborhood suffered. There were very social changes 
and suddenly the selling of drugs and the theft began. 
 
By omitting Chambacú or distinguishing it from Getsemaní in discussions, residents demonstrate 
that they consider either the composition of the former community, or the process by which it was 
removed, as distinct.  
Adan, the 52-year-old artist and long-term resident who was very conscious of racial 
dynamics in Cartagena and Colombia, did in fact see the parallels between Getsemaní and 
Chambacú and made the distinction between armed conflict-related displacement, the sort of 
government “Prussian-style” removal of Chambacú, and “American-style” displacement. 
They were ashamed. Chambacú was the sector of Blacks. They removed Chambacú 
the Prussian military way. …Over 40 years ago. … My godmother… said that one 
morning they came to Chambacú and found no one. At dawn they were taken in 
large trucks… because they were ashamed of having those Blacks there. That was 
the Prussian way, military, to force. But in The Center it’s the American 
way…Taxes. You have to go because it costs a lot and you have to sell your home 
because you can’t keep it any longer. And the natives of Cartagena, the raizales, 




Government actors removed and relocated the residents of Chambacú and destroyed the 
community, similar to urban renewal bulldozer schemes in the United States which were often 
referred to by its critics as ‘Negro Removal’ due to its disproportionate effect on Black 
communities (Dreier, Mollenkopf, and Swanstrom, 2004). The removal of Chambacú had clearly 
identifiable displacers, like displacement through civil conflict, placing it in contrast with the work 
of the “invisible hand” of capitalism. Next, I will demonstrate how displacement caused by market 
forces, which has far less obvious displacers, can be conceived of differently from such removal 
by government force.  
Dislocations through increases in taxes and services. In the 1990s, the recognition of 
cultural rights and multiculturalism coincided with a major neoliberal restructuring in Colombia. 
This restructuring, involving trade liberalization, privatization, deregulation, and austerity 
measures, engendered a dramatic increase in poverty and an economic crisis (Hristov, 2009). 
These government decisions contributed to both the blatant removal and relocation of the residents 
of Chambacú, as well as the “American-style” displacement Getsemaní residents now experience. 
However, in the former scenario people witnessed firsthand the individuals and specific groups 
responsible for the act, making it far more difficult to dismiss the full menu of factors which 
contributed to their motives.  
Residents of Getsemaní are conscious of being supplanted by those with more financial 
means. A number of residents shared that taxes and increased prices for utilities were major points 
of distress. Many made comments like, “things have been tough lately. The costs of the services 
increase more each day. And the taxes. There comes a time when one hangs himself.” Residents 
believe the local government had little regard for the neighborhood previously and they believe 
that now the government considers the neighborhood as a place of particular interest. They make 
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comments such as, “before they looked at the neighborhood as one without value and now as one 
with more value. But not for locals, for people from outside.” Another resident shared, “They were 
not aware that this was an attractive place, but right now, they are aware that there is a boom in 
the city.” Unlike the case of Chambacú, where the local government was the palpable, active 
perpetrator in the displacement of native residents, in this instance the government is conceived of 
as passively doing little to prevent “market-driven” displacement.  
Residents expressed no relationship between the government’s previously held disregard 
for Getsemaní, its current plan to “revitalize” it, and Getsemaní’s perceived racial composition. 
Interviews demonstrated that the “American-style” form of displacement allows residents to frame 
their vulnerable positions as a function of a market-based, capitalist accumulation process. As 
residents approximate the relationship between their value (or there lack of) and their 
disappearance from the neighborhood, race is rarely, if ever, mentioned, as if it were a variable 
completely detached from their mental economic models. Unlike Bonilla-Silva ([2003] 2010)’s 
finding that an economic liberalism frame is used by both whites and non-whites to attribute racial 
differences to individualism and choice, which are central tenets of capitalism, in this case 
residents regard the economic and spatial differences as having neither racial bases nor 
consequences. The thinking goes, the place is not Black and even if it were, racism is not a primary 
stratifying principle. And since capitalism is detached from the racial hierarchy, as opposed to 
being a mutually constitutive factor in its construction and reproduction, race does not affect how 
space is shaped in the case of gentrification.  
Conclusion 
The politics of race, development and identity are deeply intertwined in urban space. In 
this chapter, I made manifest this relationship by employing the theory of Racial Attachment 
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Processes (RAP) at the level of discourse to explore how and when people attach race as a 
constitutive component in interpersonal, organizational and structural processes and relations that 
stratify social life. By doing so I demonstrated how people reconcile Latin American discourses 
that suggest that race is not a primary stratifying principle, with the material realities of racial 
hierarchies that counter such discourses. 
I provided examples of race being actively mobilized at the interpersonal level, revealing 
the role that race and racism play in day-to-day interactions. I contrasted this with the ways that 
social actors selectively detach race at the organizational level of neighborhood, city and region, 
as a function of Colombia’s regionalism, racial geography and categorization that affect whether 
residents construct their spatial identities as Black. Latin American racial ideology precipitates the 
consistent detachment of race from the structural level of the politics of discrimination, thereby 
invisibilizing racism. Furthermore, residents’ economic understandings buttress the notion that 
capitalism is unrelated to race, thereby eliminating race as instrumental in modern spatial change. 
The cumulative effect of these processes is that gentrification is viewed by residents as has having 
no relationship to racialization or racism.  
There are three primary advantages to Racial Attachment Processes as a core mode of 
understanding that can be utilized at the micro, meso, and macro levels. 1) It is anti-essentialist 
and removes race from people’s beings and instead frames race as something to be detached and 
attached. 2) It reveals the kind of social work wherein people deploy the construct of race in 
practice and meaning-making. 3) It shows us how race can be very present and absent within the 
same empirical context.  
Racial Attachment Processes are not unique to the context in which I have presented them. 
Various facets of these processes are discernible across numerous domains of social life and 
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geographic locations. For example, we see the practical application of RAP in cases where home 
or business owners attach race as a crucial factor in determining the criminality of those they 
encounter. We see government officials discursively detach race as a factor when justifying the 
disproportionate effects of “stop and frisk” policing and instead attribute disparities between 
racialized groups to differences in rates of criminality. We see institutions such as the banking 
industry attach race to neighborhoods to determine their creditworthiness, leading to the practice 
of redlining. Affirmative action opponents seek to remove race as a factor in determining higher 
education admission policies. However, similar opponents will attach and essentialize race when 
attributing differences in acceptance rates to the perceived innate biological intellectual inferiority 
of marginalized groups lower on the racial hierarchy, as opposed to a history of racial bias, housing 
segregation and limited educational opportunities.   
Race is often not disentangled from other factors of social difference, particularly from 
gender and class. However, RAP permits us to see where it is useful to attach racial significance 
to social processes. It also underscores that because race is not being mobilized at one level of 
analysis does not mean that race is not socially relevant. It may be attached and detached distinctly 







In this dissertation, I deciphered the web of meanings which shape how people determine 
who is worthy of occupying contested space, through an exploration of the relationships between 
race, space and recognition. I integrated material, symbolic and cultural dimensions of inequality 
and with each chapter demonstrated that race, ethnicity, class and gender are encoded in the value 
of urban spaces, paying particular attention to the role of race and ethnicity. I began in Chapter 2 
by introducing us to the broader national struggle over recognition and material resources by 
looking at Afro-Colombian resistance to oppression and marginalization. I explored the factors 
contributing to social movement fragmentation by uniting a cultural approach on how 
organizations identify and work with one another, and a structural approach on how they are able 
to acquire resources to execute tasks. Through an analysis of the narratives employed by movement 
actors and in existing literature to evaluate the viability of a social network of movement actors, I 
found that there is a great deal of movement fragmentation based around identity construction, the 
competition for scarce resources, and narrowly-defined and differing goals. 
In Chapter 3, I began the first of a series of analyses specifically focused of various micro-
level meaning-making practices and structures that constitute cultural processes relevant to 
valuation. Here I assessed scripts and narratives employed to evaluate the legitimacy of 
representations. I provided a semiotic analysis of representations of racialized gender, class and 
ethnicity displayed during ritualistic cultural events, as well as those found in a few advertisements 
within the region to contextualize the images. I then used photo-elicitation interviews to document 
how a variety of people in different social locations in Cartagena evaluate the representations as 
both recognition and misrecognition. I conclude that people mobilize referential scripts to evaluate 
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the legitimacy of the intersectional polysemic significations based upon three often overlapping 
schemas: personal, spatiotemporal and ideological. Through this exploration I found that the 
cultural processes of legitimation and evaluation create and maintain inequality through a 
valorization process utilized to make assessments. In addition, the cultural practice of visual 
representation reproduces social difference through the normalizing of stereotypes and “othering.” 
This relationship was not evident to some in the study while others provided strong critiques of 
such a relationship.  
 In Chapter 4, I provided an explication of the symbolic boundaries and cultural repertoires 
invoked to legitimate and stigmatize. In this highly ethnographic chapter, which also incorporated 
photo-elicitation interviews and an analysis of existing literature, I observed interactions between 
residents occupying different positions within a space that connects them socially, politically and 
economically. I integrated across-case and within-case approaches to suggest cross-case 
generalizations and observe the differences between the boundary-construction processes being 
employed by actors. I found that how people negotiate worth is based upon the movement of 
individuals both across moral, socioeconomic or cultural boundaries (boundary crossing), and the 
movement of such boundaries across members of the community (boundary shifting), and the 
various conditions under which these shifts take place. I problematized historical and 
contemporary cultural repertoires associated with race, development and progress, which I argued 
have defined social and symbolic boundaries. By synthesizing the interdependent processes of 
boundary construction and valuation, at various scales, I demonstrated how the hierarchical nature 
of symbolic boundaries can result in durable social boundaries, as well as how dominant discourses 
around progress are predicated upon value hierarchies closely associated with race, but also class. 
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In Chapter 5, I assess how various frames are mobilized to racialize and deracialize. I ask, 
given the very visible value-based racial hierarchy that I demonstrated exists within this chapter 
as well as the chapters preceding it, how has race become elided in the aggregation of factors 
constituting the gentrification process. I introduced the theory of Racial Attachment Processes 
(RAP) at the level of discourse to explore how and when people attach race as a constitutive 
component in interpersonal, organizational and structural processes and relations that stratify 
social life. Through this I provided a framework for understanding how individuals reconcile Latin 
American discourses that suggest that race is not a primary stratifying principle, with the material 
spatial realities of racial hierarchies that counter such discourses. I demonstrate how people 
discursively mobilize race in everyday life, yet detach race in ways which foster an interpretive 
space where residents of the community of Getsemaní understand processes of gentrification as 
untethered to their racial underpinnings. I ultimately demonstrated how the detachment of race 
from understandings of Colombian socio-spatial, political, and economic relations obscures the 
relationship between racial domination and social inequality. 
 Issues of gentrification, marginalization and displacement are neither unique to the 
Getsemaní community nor to Colombia. While the locus of this study has had a distinct historical 
trajectory that I accessed throughout the project, the Getsemaní case generates questions that help 
me develop a more general theory about the politics of race and development relevant to urban 
spaces undergoing change. My research agenda centers on understanding valuation as a social 
process and its relationship to the production and reproduction of inequality in urban space. My 
overall epistemological objective was to marry a political and material focus on worth with a study 
of the mechanisms through which culture enters into valuation processes and, consequently, 
inequality. By bridging three subfields of sociological inquiry, economic sociology (the sociology 
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of valuation and evaluation- SVE), cultural sociology and urban/spatial sociology, I construct a 
framework that enables us to specify the steps involved in the social processes of legitimation 
(recognition of an entity’s value) and categorization (determining which group something belongs) 
in urban space. 
This project showed that race and ethnicity are encoded in the value of urban spaces 
through symbolic boundaries which structure racial, economic and socio-spatial relationships at 
different spatial scales. I demonstrated that worth is at the core of understanding how the 
hierarchies of racial, class and gender value are constructed; how urban space becomes stratified; 
and the co-production of cultural and material inequality in urban space by subordinate and 
dominant actors.  
In exploring the boundaries of contestation, that which moves people to combat 
marginalization, this project develops the foundation for a theory of the micro and meso-level 
preconditions for the adoption of ethno-racial strategies in political and material struggles. It helps 
us to see that the possibilities for minimizing inequality during transformation may be hindered 
because the organizing principle in which stratification is based is obscured and therefore difficult 
to rely upon as a frame for mobilization. It enables us to understand boundaries of contestation as 
being highly contingent upon identity construction that could change dramatically at the level of 
the individual, community and nation state. 
This project made a number of methodological contributions. I employed photo-elicitation 
as a research tool, one rarely employed in sociological analyses, to explore the patterns emerging 
from the repeated use of the still photographs. In examining local readings of ritualistic events I 
am also uniting the strategic approaches of Erving Goffman’s everyday personal reflections with 
those of Clifford Geertz’s textual readings of exceptional ritualistic moments.  
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This projects makes a number of empirical contributions. First, while there is a massive 
body of work on gentrifiers, there is little published on the experiences of longtime non-gentrifying 
groups living in neighborhoods undergoing class and racial transformation. In addition, in “a huge 
literature on gentrification, there are almost no qualitative accounts of displacement” (Slater, 
2006). This relational ethnography largely focused on the native populations living in a gentrifying 
space will potentially alter the narrative projected onto these populations and provide a 
microanalysis of the role race and racism play in urban spatial restructuring, gentrification and 
displacement processes. Through the residents’ explanation of their community’s worth we can 
see the potentially disruptive effects of their imminent displacement (Atkinson, 2010; Fried, 1986; 
Fullilove, 2005). Second, while scholars have extensively studied gentrification processes in the 
Global North, we know far less about gentrification confined in the Global South (Janoschka et 
al., 2014). Such a lack of attention presumes a false Northern universality and ignores the 
potentially distinct significations of the Southern experience. Third, this dissertation adds to the 
body of qualitative work on intersectionality in Latin America, especially related to race and 
gender constructions, by revealing insights on the perceptions of non-elite people of color and by 
documenting perceptions of representations of blackness, particularly the use of blackface in Latin 
America. Lastly, this project will add to the growing body of academic research on Afro-Latin@s’ 
marginalization within society and contribute to relational work on racial and ethnic identity 
formation. 
In this era of globalization and rapid urbanization it is of paramount importance to 
understand the social processes shaping people’s lives and how such changes are being 
experienced from the perspective of those most directly affected by the transformations. This 
project will encourage the incorporation of perspectives of race and discrimination into 
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development programs that attempt to redress social exclusion in the region. From a social 
perspective, I further an understanding of the ways the cultural processes of evaluation, 
legitimation, racialization and stigmatization are related to two crucial elements of inequality: the 
distribution of non-material resources and recognition. 
Valorizing the land is a strategy of expulsion. Representations, stereotypes, branding, and 
deprecating narratives are used as justification strategies for the exclusion and marginalization of 
devalued groups from valorized land. Competing notions of value and worth under the guise of 
“progress,” perpetuated by those in both dominant and subordinate positions, are highly racialized 
and class-based with significant social consequences, specifically with respect to how 
communities morph over time. Race and ethnicity are encoded in the value of urban places, so the 
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Appendix A:  
 
Festival Photographs (Photos by author unless indicated otherwise)  
 
 Fig. A.1: Negrita Puloy and El Son de Negro, side of building-Barranquilla Carnival- Feb.14
   




Fig. A.4: Negrita Puloy in Olimpica supermarket -Barranquilla Carnival- February 2014 
 























                                                 





Fig. A.8: El Son de Negro- Cartagena Independence Cabildo parade, Getsemaní Nov. 13 
 
 






Photographs Used in Photo-Elicitation Interviews  
  
Fig. B.1: Negrita Puloy- Cartagena Independence youth parade, Getsemaní, Cartagena, Nov. 2013 
 
  




Fig. B.3: La Palenquera- Cartagena Independence youth parade, Getsemaní, Cartagena, Nov. 2013 
 
 






































Fig. B.7: Mural being painted in Getsemaní for Ciudad Mural festival. 
“No Se Pegue a La Negra” [Don’t hit the Black woman], reference to song “La Rebelion [The 
Rebellion] (No Le Pegue a La Negra)” by the famous Afro-Colombian salsa artist originally 

















































































































Fig. C.3: Beauty queen pageant in La Plaza de La Trinidad, Getsemaní, 9/22/13 
 
 
                               
 
                                                                       Fig. C.4: Getsemaní homes, 4/24/14 
























Fig. C.5: La 
Plaza de La 
Trinidad full of 























Fig. C.6: Tourists 





















Fig. C.7: Local residents (right) in a space that only a few weeks earlier had become occupied by 

























Fig. C.8: Long-term Getsemaní resident chess players (left). Argentinian/Chilean/Bogotano 




Fig. C. 9: Man walks down Calle de las Tortugas, Getsemaní.  
Recently rehabbed hostel (left). Dilapidated buildings (right), 5/11/14 
 
